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In June, 1836, Dr. John S. Ford, age twenty-one, arrived with 

his young bride at San Augustine, Republic of Texas, where he entered 

at once upon the practice of medicine. Only a week or so later, Ford 

joined a San Augustine militia cornpany, to begin his first public ser^ 

vice to Texas. In December, 1883, nearly fifty years later, he re

signed his last public trust, to devote his declining years to collect

ing material on Texas history and to writing his memoirs. And within 

the span of those years, an amazing number of climactic events of his

torical inqport occurred in Texas; with few exceptions. Ford shared a 

major and significant role in them. His memoirs, almost thirteen htind-

red manuscript pages, constitute a veritable history of Tsxas for the 

intervening forty-seven years. 

Almost a century and a quarter has elapsed since John S. Ford 

first hung out his professional shingle at San Augustine; six decades 

have passed since his death. It seems ironical that in the meantime no 

one has made a biographical study of this versatile, faithful "Servant 

of Texas," ̂ o assiduously worked to bring about the organization of a 

state historical association and left for the ambitious scholar an il

luminating and lengthy accoant of his many activities. It Is true that 

no single public activity of John S. Ford has first rank magnitude. He 

was never honored with the highest offices of the Republic of Texas, the 

State of Texas, the Confederacy, or the United States, but the myriad 

services which he performed well, often at the risk of life, fortune, 

and comfort, provide aaqple Justification for a biographical study. 

More than once his eloquence aroused frontiersmen to fighting pitch or 
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persuaded them to follow a rational course when their passions ran 

high. His sturdy fingers curled with equal facility about the goose-

quill and the walnut pistol-butt, and the inky squibs of the one in

strument were equally positive in effect as the black-powder volleys 

of the other. A natural flair for leadership, combined with unques

tioned courage and thorough knowledge, hazardously gained, of the 

frontier and Rio Grande border, made him a stalwart whom Texas admin

istrators sought out with confidence not only in crises requiring 

vigorous action but also in those where pinidence and wisdom were most 

in need. Endowed with a brilliant intellect, a dynamic personality, 

and a restless spirit, Ford engaged in many activities. He practiced 

medicine, sat twice in the legislative halls of Texas, participated 

actively in the secession Convention and in the Constitutional Con

vention of 1875, worked diligently on behalf of both the Know-Nothing 

and Democratic parties in the state, served as mayor of two frontier 

towns, and was a delegate to the National Democratic Convention in 

1872. He edited and published newspapers in two cities, wrote plays 

for local dramatization, taught Sunday School classes, supported re

form movements, served as a law enforcement officer, introduced cur

riculum innovations at the State Deaf and Dumb Institution, and helped 

to organize the Texas State Historical Association. He surveyed lands 

in northeast Texas and with Robert S. Neighbors marked out a road 

across the Indian-infested desert of West Texas to El Paso. He suc

cessfully led Texas Rangers in the War with Mexico, against the fierce, 

marauding Comanches on the northern frontier and in the lower Rio 

Grande valley, and against the wily Mexican bandit Cortina. During 

the Civil War he twice cleared the Rio Grande region of Federal troops. 
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established and maintained friendly relations with the several Mexican 

political factions along the border, and in the interval held the un

popular and difficult post of Superintendent of Conscripts for the 

State of Texas. And finally, he figured prominently in the crisis of 

187A when Radical Governor E.J. Davis was ousted without bloodshed and 

the Democrats were restored to power in the state. Consequently, a 

biographical study of Ford*s public services provides a badly needed 

account of some little-known, but significant, episodes in an impor

tant period of Texas history. 

Ford's memoirs, prepared in his later years with an obvious 

view to publication, provide an excellent point of departure for the 

biographer, and their disposition in the Barker History Center on the 

University of Texas campus makes them readily accessible. Ford*s of

ficial correspondence with the governors he served is equally acces

sible in the Governors Letters File and in the Executive Records Books 

in the Archives Division of the Texas State Library. Some valuable 

letters of a personal nature, the evaluating remarks of a distinguished 

contemporary in the O.M. Roberts papers, and occasional letters of 

other prominent persons of Ford's era are likewise available in the 

Barker History Center. Similarly housed are various unpublished manu

scripts of occasional utility. Files of newspapers, including those 

which Ford edited and contributed to, are invaluable for determining 

his whereabouts from time to time and for ascertaining his position on 

public issues of his day. Unfortunately, the files are not always com

plete, particularly for the Civil War and Reconstruction years; con

spicuously absent are the issues of the time of the Coke-Davis crisis. 

Otherwise, fairly complete files exist in the Texas State Library and 



in the University of Texas library. Fundamentally upon the sources 

listed above, this analytical and evaluative narration of the public 

services of John S. Ford is based. Secondary works have been used 

only for information apparently drawn from original materials not avail

able to the author. 

The sincerest appreciation is expressed to librarians and archi

vists of Texas Technological College, the University of Texas, the Tex

as State Library, and the Tennessee State Library for assistance in the 

search for sources. Equal gratitude is felt toward faculty members and 

fellow otudents for their encouragement and their willingness to suggest 

emendations in the preliminary drafts. Mosw particularly is the writer 

indebted to the director of this study. Dr. Ernest Wallace, Professor 

of History at Texas Technological College, who suggested the theme and 

was prodigal of his own time and labor in shaping it in accordance with 

the historical tradition* 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

PREFACE . , ii 

I. THE FORMATIVE DECADE 1 

II. ADJUTANT FORD IN MEXICO 27 

III. BLAZING THE FORD-NEIGHBORS TRAIL 77 

IV. BORDER BATTLES, 18^9-1851 99 

V. PRINTER'S INK AND POLITICS 1/*S 

VI. THE CANADUN RIVER CAMPAIGN 181 

VII. CORTINA AND THE BORDER WAR 227 

VIII. SECESSION AND STRIFE • 26il 

IX. THE RIO GRANDE EXPEDITIONARY FORCE 298 

X. VARIED SERVICES IN TROUBLED TIMES 343 

XI. IN RETROSPECT 368 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 378 

VI 



CHAPTER I 

THE FORMATIVE YEARS 

John Salmon Ford was bom in the Greenville District on South 

Carolina«s northwest frontier on May 26, 1815. His ancestry was Vir

ginian, his paternal grandparents having left the Old Dominion before 

the war for independence to take up land against the Appalachian feet-

hills farther south. When the Revolution cane, their son John, grand

father of John Salmon, entered the colonial army, rising to the rank of 

major by the end of the war. During the conflict, his elderly parents 

were murdered by a mixed Indian-Tory band which depredated from the 

foothills on the patriot Carolina frontier families. When hostilities 

ceased. Major John Ford returned to Greenville to divide his time be

tween management of the family homestead and his law practice. At the 

age of forty-five he died of a lung infection resulting from exposure 

during military service, not the last of his name to suffer from such 

a cause. Supervision of the family lands now passed into the hands of 

his son, Villiam. 

William Ford, the father of John Salmon, was b o m in 1785. In 

early manhood he married Harriet Salmon, daughter of a Greenville plant

er and Revolutionary veteran, George Salmon. Xhe Salmons also were of 

Virginia stoek, Harriet's grandfather having served with George Wash

ington under Governor Fairfax. Harriet's union with WHliam Ford result

ed in several children, of whom only John Salmon and an older sister, 

Elizabeth, survived the vicissitudes of infancy and adolescence. In 

John Salmon Ford, "The Memoirs of John Salmon Ford" {unpublished 
MS, University of Texas Library, Barker History Center, Austin, Texas), 



1817, William Ford and his family joined in the "Great Migration" to 

the West. "The cyclical rise and fall of agricultural prices after the 

close of the Napoleonic Wars sent bankrupt farmers on a long trip to 

2 
the West to escape debt and taxes by a new start." Bankruptcy may or 

may not have been William Ford's reason for emigratingj no reason is re

corded. Go, howBver, he did, halting finally in Tennessee, where he took 

up land in Lincoln County, on the southern border of the state, the re

cords do not show the size of his original holding, but over the follow-

3 
ing fifteen hears he increased it by more than two hundred acres. 

On his father's homestead young John Ford flourished in typical 

western plantation fashion. Herodotus' description of the training of 

the youth of ancient Persia, over-applied as it may have been to the 

plantation youth of the Old South, aptly describes the mold in which 

John Ford was fashioned. To ride, to shoot, to speak the truth — these 

were the things he learned from his society, lessons guaranteed to serve 

him well in later life along a raw frontier. This was training ideally 

suited for the exuberant, youthful character his pen revealed. 

John S. Ford, at an early period of existence, exhibited 
some marked and rather positive traits of character. He pos-

I, p. 8. Hereafter cited as Ford, "Memoirs." Voltime and page numbers 
refer to those of typescript in Texas State Library, Archives Division, 
Austin. The 1820 census for Lincoln County, Tennessee, shows William 
Ford as having one male age 1-10 and one female age 10-16 in his family. 

^ Rupert B. Vance, Huigan Geography of the South| A Study In Re
gional Resources and Human Adequacy (Chapel Hill, 1935), p. 49. 

^ A list of land grants in the Tennessee State Library, Archives 
Division, shows the following grants to William Ford in Lincoln County: 
Grant lo. ̂ U O , November I4» 1826, M acresj No. 5012, January Ap 1827, 
50 acresj Nos. 11,666 and 11,696, December 20, 1832, A7 and 70 acres re
spectively. 



sessed the capacity to get into fights with the boys, to fall 
in love with the girls, and to take a hand in the deviltry set 
on foot by his playmates. Ihe old ladies of his neighborhood 
looked upon him as a kind of prodigy, and predicted he would 
be killed for his general "cussedness" before reaching the age 
of maturity, or hung /sis/ for some infernal mischief he might 
commit.^ 

Where formal education was concerned, young John utilized to the limit 

the facilities of the neighborhood rural school. His quick grasp and 

instantaneous perception cGirried him through its sparse curriculum so 

rapidly that by the age of sixteen he had, it is said, qualified him

self to conduct a frontier school. An avid reader from childhood, he 

became familiar, at an early age, with literary classics, and his study 

of the Old Testament, in which his mother urged him, inflamented the 

vocabulary behind the trenchant pen of his later editorial career. 

Ford was not content to allow his mental capacities to stagnate 

through a placid plantation existence. To the north of his Lincoln 

County hone lay Bedford County, its activities revolving about the small 

county seat town of Shelbyville. During his nineteenth year, John Ford 

had found his way there and had begun to read medicine under Dr. James 

G. Barksdale, following the customary pattern of training and intern

ship for students remote from the few medical colleges of the day. Even 

before he had completed his training he made a practical application of 

the Hippoeratic oath with such fearless unconcern for his own safety 

that it attracted public notice and revealed a trait of character which 

later won him recognition as one of Texas' great frontier commanders. 

One of Ford's friends, Wllkins Blanton of Shelbyville, unfortunately 

^ Ford, "Msmolrs," I, p. 8. 

5 Tom Lea, Pie King Ranch (2 vols.; Boston, 1957), I, pp. 429-430, 
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contracted nallpex in a virulent form. Frontier residents were terror-

stricken by the disease, and victims usually were quickly isolated. Such 

was the course followed in Blanton's case. With a couple of negro servi

tors, he was sent to a small residenee beyond the town limits, where he 

would remain to await either recovery or death. Ford fully realissed the 

dangers of exposure and the difficulties of administering a cure, but he 

did not hesitate. He accompanied Blanton to the pest-house, remained 

with him, and nursed him back to health, in spite of the death of one of 

the slaves. While Ford's courage probably drew more notice than his med

ical skill, the act was publicised along that part of the frontier, and, 

to quote Ford himself, "The young pill-peddler got his name in the news-

-6 
papers." 

In the spring of 1836, John Ford's medical studies were abruptly 

interm^ted by events some hundreds of miles to the west in Texas. Dur

ing 1835 and the early months of 1836, ̂ lle Ford diligently read his 

medical tomes and accompanied Dr. Barksdale on calls, Angl»-American 

colonists and a few oourageous Mexican cltisens of the province of Tex

as had indignantly opposed the unconstitutional edicts and actions of 

the Mexican dictator-president, Antonio Lopez de Santa. News of an 

armed clash on October 2, 1835, between colonists and Mexican troops, 

electrified citizens of the IMted States, particularly those of Tennes

see. Tennesseeans, crowded by a rapidly increasing population, had gone 

to Texas in large numbers to acquire broad acres and "elbow room." Their 

comnunications, describing to friends back home the Msxieo-Texas polit

ical situation, aligned the stay-at-homes with the cause of their "op-

^ Ford, "Memoirs," I, p. 8. 



pressed" kinsmen. The long-established faith of Anglo-Saxons in the 

sanctity of written constitutional guarantees reacted against Santa 

Anna's arbitrary course, and dormant sympathy for those engaged in a 

war against tyranny developed into action. 

As the "winter of defeat and death" for the Texas colonists drag

ged out of 1835 and into 1836, indignation mounted in Tennessee. Among 

those effectively voicing that indignation was young John S. Ford. Ear

nestly he worked to persuade other men of the Shelbyville community to 

join with him in raising a volunteer military company to go to the aid 

of the beset Texans. The news of the Alamo disaster revealed the char

acter of the enemy and the possible fate of the unfortunate, but other 

news, which came a few days later, that the Texans formally had declared 

their independence and had created a constitutional republic, made an 

undeniable appeal to the freedom-loving sons of the American frontier. 

Ihe intelligence stirred J ^ n Ford to pen an ardent public address, 

\idiioh, circulated in hand-bill form, encouraged some forty men of the 

area to volunteer for service in Texas. Ford himself planned to be a 

candidate for the captaincy of the company, but, with the arrival of 

the news of the Texan victory at San Jacinto on April 21, he withdrew 

his name and resigned from the organization. But his enthusiasm for 

Texas still %fas undiminished, and a few weeks later he was on his way 

7 
to the border of the infant republic. At his side rode his young 

8 
wife, Louisa. She was to share his fortunes during his first decade 

''' Ford, "Memoirs," I , pp. 9-10. 
g 

Charles L. Martin, "The Last of the Ranger Chieftains," The 
Texas Magazine. IV (1898), p . 35. The marriage, not mentioned in Ford's 
memoirs, probably took place in Bedford County. No record of i t ex is t s , 
since the records of the county have been extensively damaged by several 
disastrous f i r e s . 
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as a Texan, and it was, perhaps, her death that indirectly caused Ford, 

in his attempt to escape his sorrow and loneliness, to become such an 

invaluable servant of his adopted land. 

The route of their journey is not known. The illy-defined oveiv 

land trails across Arkansas might have presented a gratifying possibil

ity of adventure, but the presence of his wife probably induced Ford to 

follow the less dangerous and more frequently travelled route by post 

road to Meiqphis, thence by steamboat down the Mississippi past the Wal

nut Hills and Natchez to the mouth of Red River, near the site of old 

Fort Pickering. From that point a boat stefiming up the meandering Red 

would have deposited them at the busy little port of Natchitoches. Once 

ashore they would have toiled on through the humid June days by one of 

the roads which ran west by south to the Sabine and the Texas border. 

Certainly, either by Patterson's Ferry or the more congested Gaines' 

9 

Ferry farther south, Dr. and Mrs. John S. Ford crossed the Sabine and 

in June cams through the dusty hills of the Redlands to what was soon to 

be the "great legal and political centre of Eastern Texas," San August-
10 

Ine. Among the many Tennesseans who had preceded them there, the 

Fords quickly felt themselves at home, and Doctor Ford immediately as

sumed the duties of responsible citizenship in the new nation. 

^ Charles 0. Paullin, Atlas of the Historical Geography of the 
United States, ed. John K. Wright (Washington, 1932), Plate 138, Sections 
F, K; Ina Faye Woestermeyer and J. Montgomery Gambrill, The Westward Move
ment! A Book of Readings on Our Changing Frontier (New York, 1939), p. 329. 

Oran Mile Roberts, unpublished notes. University of Texas Library, 
Barker History Center, Austin. Hereafter cited as Roberts, notes. Barker 
Center, U.T. The Shelbyville company which Ford helped organize came to 
San Augustine later in June, 1836, forty-five strong, commanded by Captain 
George W. Jewell. It served against j^ians along the Trinity River. 
Ford, "Memoirs," I, p. 10, 



There was a prompt need for him. When the Fords arrived in San 

Augustine, rumors were prevalent concerning a possible Indian uprising 

in support of Mexico. The eastern counties raised companies and sent 

them to Nacogdoches, where General Sam Houston had assumed command. 

Ford quickly joined the San Augustine company, commanded by William Kim-

bro, and spent several days in camp with the Texas volunteers. When 

the Cherokee leaders, Bowles and Big Hish, appeared before Houston and 

assured him that their people had only peaceful intentions toward the 

Texans, the troop concentration was dissolved and the men returned home 

before the end of June. Ford, only a month past his twenty-first 

birthday, then began his medical practice, a profession which he fol

lowed intermittently during the next fifteen or sixteen years. 

Nowhere in his memoirs does Ford B»ntion the difficulties that a 

young physician faced in establishing a practice in a new land, but un

doubtedly he was pleased by the opportunity for other employment early 

in 1^8. In February of that year the government of the republic opened 

a land office, where holders of land script, head-right certificates, 

and other claims against the government might be satisfied. Richard 

Hooper, Shelby County surveyor, made Ford his deputy in charge of a 

small party to survey the lands comprising the present Harrison County, 

which were at that time attached to Shelby County. Ford spent the late 

winter and early spring at the task, laying out the area where the town 

of Marshall now stands, then occupied by Peter Whetstone and his family. 

The youthful surveyor occasionally stayed with the Caddo Indians at 

their Big Spring Village, several miles northwest of the Whetstone set-

Ford, "Memoirs," I, p. 168. 
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tlement. He was much ii^ressed with the beauty and fertility of the 

area, remembering its straight-boled trees on the timbered uplands, 

the thicket-fringed creeks, and the small but pleasant prairies. He 

was later to regret that he did not claim land there for himself, as 

12 
the basis for a "moderate fortune." 

Summer came, and with it the Vicente Cordova pronunciamento 

against the republic. Fearful at the thought of a Cherokee-Mexican 

coalition. East Texas again sprang to arms. This time Ford carried a 

musket in the San Augustine voliinteer con^any commanded by Captain H.W. 

Augustine, l^on the quick dispersal of Cordova's adherents, the troops 

returned home, their experience, judging by Ford's description, having 

been much that of a picnic-camping trip with just enough flavor of pos-

13 
sible danger to make the affair interesting. 

John Ford's circle of acquaintances expanded during the winter 

of 1838-1839, primarily because of his participation in the activities 

of the thriving community. Not only did he teach a boys' class in the 

newly-formed Union Sunday School, but he also busied himself in what, 

at the time, was the other extreme — the formation of a Thespian Corps, 

a forerunner of today's Little Theater movement. Ford wrote two plays 

for the group, which included as members such jovial spirits as Lycurgus 

Griffith, Duncan Carrington, W.R. Scurry, W.B. Ochiltree, and Frank Sex

ton. His first play, "The Stranger in Texas," was a comedy based on 

the treatment at Texas hands of an unprincipled acquirer of head-rights 

from the "States." The community's enthusiastic reception of his effort 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," I, pp. 201-205< 

^ Ibid., pp. 205-208. 



spurred him to his next production, "The Loafer's Courtship." A large, 

delighted audience and the favorable comments of W.W. Parker, then edi

tor of the San Augustine Red-Lander, increased the young doctor's "vanity 

to an alarming extent. He imagined the lightening had stricken him, and 

developed a genius of sublime proportions." 

In the STiramer of 1839, more serious matters occupied San August

ine's residents. The inquietude and resentment caused by the nearness 

of the Cherc^ee settlements, and the fact that Bowles' people had been 

visited by Mexican emissaries, had festered and smouldered in Texans 

since the preceding summer. President Mirabeau B. Lamar had stated that 

15 

the tribe had no legal right to lands in Texas, and the idea of Chero

kee removal had been enunciated widely and vehemently by General T.J. 

Rusk. Popular sentiment supported such opinions, in particular because 

of the regular depredations against advanced and isolated frontier fam

ilies, although the Cherokees steadfastly proclaimed their innocence in 

the affairs. When Bowles indicated that his people would emigrate. If 

they were compensated for the improvements on their farms, Lamar quick

ly promised that if the Cherokees would form no agreement with Mexico, 

he would recommend to Congress that the Cherokee Nation be awarded a 

16 
liberal settlement. Secretary of War Albert Sidney Johnston was sent 

at the head of a commission to negotiate a settlement, and the Texas 

army, two divisions totaling some nine hundred men, accompanied the com

mission as a precautionary measure. Bowles, who apparently had changed 

^^Ford, "Memoirs," I, pp. 199-2Q1. 
15 

Lamar's Message to Congress, Telegraph and Texas Register 
(Houston), December 26, 1836. 

^̂  'Olograph and Texas Register (Houston), July 10, 1839. 
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his mind about leaving Texas, employed dilatory tactics in his confer^ 

ences with the commission, hoping to gain time for the assembling of 

his warriors. When Johnston realized the tmth of the situation, he 

17 
ordered the Texas divisions forward toward Bowles' village. 

John Ford, meanwhile, had again joined William Kimbro's San Aug^ 

ustine company, \ihen volunteer units were called out, and the company 

was part of a command detached on an expedition to neutralize the Shaw-

nees, caaqped at Big Spring Village. The Texans accomplished their mis

sion by confiscating the locks of the Shawnee flint lock rifles, Linney, 

18 
the Shawnee chief, apparently co-operating willingly in the affair. 

It is doubtful, however, if the Shawnees complied with the alacrity 

19 
reported to the Houston Telegraph and Texas Registert Ford's private 

opinion was that the Indians surrendered only the locks from useless 

weapons, after concealing their good firearms in the brush. At any 

rate, the Shawnees made no effort to aid the Cherokees, toward whose 

village the expedition marched to join the main command. 

Ford's component arrived at Bowles' village a day too late for 

the two-day battle of July 15 and 16, %Aiich ended in the death of the 

chief and most of his warriors and in the expulsion of the Cherokee 

Nation. With admiration Ford gazed upon the dead Bowles, lying where 

he had fallen in a small cornfield while conducting a rear-guard action 

^'^ Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), July 24, 1839. 

^^ Anna Macklerpy, "The Indian Policy of the Republic of Texas," 
The Southwestern Historical Quarterly. XXVI (July, 1922-April, 1923), 
p. 147i Ford, "Memoirs," II, p. 212. 

^^ Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), July 31, 1839. 

20 Ford, "Memoirs," II, p. 212. 
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for his people, and mused that "Under other circumstances history would 

have classed him among heroes, and martyrs." The admiration diminished, 

however, when the young volunteer found in a Cherokee cabin a Bible in

scribed with the names of the yhite family from whom it had been plun

dered. To him, the discovery was irrefutable evidence of Cherokee COHH 

21 
plicity in the depredations of the previous year. 

Having participated in the military operations of Texas, Ford 

also aspired to enter her politics. In the summer of I84O he entered 

the contest for a seat in the House of Representatives. Of the two seats 

to which San Atigustine was entitled, one went to H.W. Augustine and the 

22 

other to Sam Houston. Ford, by his own account, lost to Houston by on

ly seventeen votes, a loss which better judgment might have prevented, for 

Ford carelessly repeated a story that Houston was on a spree In Nashville 

and would not be back by election day. Houston's constituents, accord

ing to Ford, had been only mildly active, but, at the slur against their 
23 

candidate, rallied indignantly to insure him of a place in Congress. 

Apparently Ford was encouraiged by the support he received, since he cam

paigned again in the shammer of I84I for the House. The Red-Lander can

didates, Kenneth L. Anderson and N.H. Darnell, won handily, and this time 

Ford drew the poorest support, finishing last of five, with ninety^two 

24 
votes, twenty-nine less than B.L. Hanks, the fourth-place aspirant. 

^^ Ford, "ffemoirs," II, pp. 212-213. 

^^ Biographical Directory of the Texas Conventione and Congresses; 
I832-I845 (Austin, 1941)• p. 30. Ford says that the other two candidates 
were, besides himself and Houston, S.S. Davis and William Duffield. His 
memory obviously betrayed him. 

^ Ford, "Jfemcirs," II, p. 214. 

^ Red-Lander (San Augustine), September 9, I84I. 
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This defeat naist have convinced Ford that the people of San Augustine 

County were not yet ready to appreciate his legislative capacities, for 

it was several years before he again ran for Congress. 

Meanwhile, Ford's activities fit the normal pattern for most 

professional men of his day. Very likely he continued to hold his Sunday 

School class, and, though no church member himself, he is shown as having 

contributed early in I841 fifteen dollars toward the construction of a 

25 
Methodist Episcopal Church in San Augustine. Sharing with other town 

citizens a deep interest in the affairs of the republic, in October, 

1841, he joined with a group in requesting General Houston to address 

the San Augustine public, giving his views on the Franco-Texienne bill 

26 
and other critical questions. Possibly with a view toward further 

political participation, in this year he began reading law. Ford was 

busily piursuing the study, according to Oran M. Roberts, when that 

27 
young attorney reached East Texas in I84I. That Ford studied to good 

purpose is indicated by the fact that eventually he was granted a li

cense to practice, after examination and recommendation by Thomas Johnr* 

28 
son, David S* Kaufman, and William G. Duf field. Althou^ there is 

some evidence that in later years he supplied legal advice, there is 

nothing to show that he practiced law In the usual sense. His time 

probably was consumed primarily by the patients \Aio appeared at his 

25 R.B. Blake, "Sketches of Nacogdoches and Citizens Thereof," 
(unpublished MS, Barker Center, U.T.), Bk. II, p. 153. Pagination 
according to typescript, Texas State Library, Archives Division. 
Hereafter cited as Blake, "Sketches." 

^^ Red-Lander (San Augustine), October 7, I84I. 

^ Roberts, notes. Barker Center, U.T. 

2^ Blake, "Sketches," Bk. II, p. 240. Blake cites District Court 
Minutes, San Augustine County. 
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29 
Main Street office-residence. That they came in substantial numbers 

may be surmised from the fact that by mid-summer of 1842 he had acquired 

a partner, one Doctor Lister, and had moved his office nearer the cen-

30 

ter of the business district. It is possible that Ford took a part

ner to provide himself time to re-enter politics. However, the partner

ship dissolved in June of 1843. Ford moved his office again, this 

time next to S.W. Blount's store on Columbia Street, across the way 

from the Red-Lander office. His business card in the newspaper indi

cates that he had kept a rein on his political aspirations: "Dr. John 

S. Ford having determined to devote his entire attention to the prac

tice of his profession will attend promptly to every call he may re-

ceive." 

A medical journal i^ich Ford kept during the early months of 

1844 reveals that among his patients were J.P. Henderson, John G. Berry, 

Washington Gray, Samuel and \tode Horton, Richard Scurry, and John D. 

Nash, all prominent in affairs in East Texas and the republic. The 

prescriptions he wrote most frequently were for ipecac, calwnel, and 

quinine. His accounts list a substantial number of house calls, for 

which he charged two dollars each. One entry shows that Ford was more 

than a diagnostician: a bill submitted to a certain Mr. Lewis for fifty 

dollars for removing a piece of bone from the brain of Lewis' son. The 

bill was for both the operation and for post-operative treatment, the 

^9 Red-Lander (San Augustine), May 19, 1842, indicates that Ford 
may have piurchased the Fltzallan residence in February, 1842. 

^0 Ibid.. July 7, 1842, shows that the change of office location 
probably took place in June. 

^^ifeid., July 8, 1843. 

file:///tode
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latter item suggesting that the operation probably was a success.^^ 

In 1 8 ^ , the annexation of Texas became the paramount political 

issue in the presidential election in the United States. Texans, a ma

jority of whom hoped for annexation, seized avidly upon newspapers from 

the states, and scanned the reports of speeches, debates, and public 

resolutions printed therein, enthusiastically gratefid for the Demo

cratic pronouncements on their behalf and lividly resentful of the as

persions cast on the Republic of Texas and its citizens by the Whigs, 

Ford's bitter reaction to an article of the latter type projected him 

into the forefront of the defenders of Texas. At a Whig meeting in Mil-

ford, Massachusetts, the chairman. General Orison Underwood, expressed 

in vituperative language the hostile attitude of his community toward 

Texas and the idea of her annexation. On June 29, 1844, Ford replied 

in an open letter to the general. He took Underwood to task for em

ploying the adjective "infamous" to the republic, pointing out that the 

Texas citizens had come from the United States, bringing with them their 

native customs, laws, and attitudes. He refuted the Milford resolution 

which proclaimed that Texas rightfully was Mexican property, making the 

point that Texans had acquired their country as justly as had the Amer

ican colonists, and asking Underwood "when . . . did the Indians invite 

the ancestors of the present population of your own state to come and 

settle at Plymouth?" Extremely annoying to Ford was Underwood's refer

ence to Texans as "ruffian adventurers," and he countered this by list

ing some of the more unsavory types of immigrants who had contributed 

to the settlement of the original colonies. In this regard, he posed 

32 
Ford papers. Barker Center, U.T. 
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the question: "If, sir, ^e have 'ruffian adventurers' among us, they 

come mostly from your own government, and how can ^ou refuse to take 

baok your own coin?" 

The latter portion of Ford's lengthy communication showed that 

although Texans had much more to lose than to gain by entering the 

Union, they were proud of being Americans and wished to see "the proud 

banner of the brave and the free • . . wave its omnipotent folds over 

our heads, ..." Ford further reminded Underwood that the Ifeited 

States had much to lose by rejecting Texas* 

She will lose a territory as large as that of France. By means 
of the commercial treaty we are about to set on foot with Great 
Britain, she will lose the cotton trade — she will lose a mar
ket for her cotton fabrics — she will render the Southern States 
bankrupt — her manufacturing ones she will Impoverish. She will 
lose a river, a desert for a boundary. She will lose command of 
the Gulf of Mexico, and she will sever the Union* 

These, said Ford, were considerations which Underwood should contemplate, 

whether in the capacity of a public or a private citizen, and were mat

ters weighty enough to overcome all sentiment concerning party, preju

dice, or section. The Texas physician ended his epistle by expressing 

the sentiments which predicted his course in the long period of public 

service which lay before him* 

As chairman of the Milford meeting, you have appeared be
fore the world as the calumniator of my country and its people* 
I, sir, have addressed you in the language of vindication, in 
the tone of a freeman, and have only to regret that the task 
devolved not upon abler hands. But, sir, when I conceive my 
country needs my services, such as they are, my motto has ever 
been — "Reac^j aye ready."33 

Red-Lander (San Augustine), June 29, 18^44* 
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The date of the letter and its publication is significant of 

Ford's reawakened Interest in political participation. Two weeks after 

the appearance of the letter, in which time Ford had full opportunity 

to analyze its effect on the San Augustine electorate, he announced his 
"3/ 

candidacy for the House of Representatives. He may have had the assur

ance of potent political support from R.A* Scurry, who had twice been 

elected to the House, in 1842 and again in 1843.^^ He was ill in the 

summer of 1844, and was served by Ford in the diial capacity of physician 

and political scribe. At his request. Ford had written a public paper 
36 

embodying Scurry's political views. Scurry, perhaps because of his 

illness, did not seek re-election in the summer of 18^^. It is reason

able to believe that he may have thrown his influence into the balance 

on behalf of his personable, ambitious physician-friend. In any event. 

Ford won one of the two seats at stake in the triangular race among him

self, Benjamin Rush Wallace, and Henry W. Sublett, polling 238 votes to 

Wallace's 206 and Sublett's 176*-̂ *̂  

Representative Ford took his seat when the Ninth Congress con

vened at Washington on the Brazos on December 2, 1844. When the stand

ing committees were selected. Ford was named chairman of the Committee 

on Retrenchment and was also placed on those on Indian Affairs and Ed-

38 
ucation* Within a week he had drawn assignment to the Committee on 

Red-Lander (San Augustine), July 13, 18^4• 

35 
Biographical Directory of the Texas Conventions and Congresses; 

1832-1845 (Austin. 1 9 n ) . P P . 35. 37. 
36 

Red-Lander (San Augustine), June 29, I8i^4* 

'̂̂  Ibid.. September 7, 1844. 

38 
Texas National Regjatey (Washington), December 7, 1844» 
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Finance and to a special committee to examine the report of the Com

missioner of the General Land Office*^^ His chairmanship of the Com

mittee on Indian Affairs placed him, for the first time, in contact 

with the affairs of the western frontier residents, whose interests he 

promoted, both officially and unofficially, while Texas had a western 

frontier problem. To the Red-Lander, for which he served as an almost 

daily correspondent while in the legislature, he wrote to explain his 

support of an appropriations bill for frontier defense, a type of meas

ure not strongly advocated by East Texans now that their own Indian 

problem had been solved. Printed in the issue of January 25, I8ii5, 

his letter concluded by revealing the writer's life-long criterion for 

his standi "Protection and allegiance are reciprocal terras. I care 

not if a man were placed on the banks of the Rio Grande, and the sands 

were crumbling from beneath his feet, if he claimed to be a citizen of 

Texas, and demeaned himself as such, I would go for protecting him." 

On partisan measures, Ford aligned himself with the Houston mi

nority in the House. He was one of nine to issue a protest against 

the passage of a joint resolution censuring Houston for his attempt to 

41 remove the public archives from Austin in 1842. However, he joined 

with those attempting to restore amity among the members of the House, 

and on February 1, 1845, voted for a resolution to effect the return 

to Austin of the executive branch and part of the archives, officially 

39 

Texas National Register (Washington), December 14, 1844. 

^ Quoted in Ford, "Memoirs," II, pp. 315-317, 

Texas National Register (Washington), January 4, 1845. 
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submitting his reasons on the next day. 

Following the adjournment of Congress on February 3, 1845, Ford 

remained in Washington until early April* A stalwart supporter of Texas 

annexation by the Ifoited States, he consulted with Andrew J* Donelson, 

Ibited States sdnister who had brought to Texas the resolution for annex

ation, and with the British and French ministers, Captain Charles Elliott 

and the Count de Saligny* As he learned the views of the Europeans, he 

passed them on to the Texas vice-president, his fellow townsman Kenneth 

43 

L. Anderson* When Ford returned to San Augustine, he staunchly advo

cated annexation and vigorously opposed any sort of alliance between Tex

as and Great Britain. He had written previously to Judge J*C* Brooks 

that he feared that any such treaty would result not only in British 

ledgers ruling Texas elections, but that it also would see "The veriest 

scoundrel that ever sported a red coat * • • claim consideration because 

he was one of the far off minion of royalty." 

Ford's apprehensions were in vain, however* When he reached heme, 

Texans were aware that President John T^ler, on March 1, had approved a 

joint resolution of the Iftiited States Congress providing for the annexa

tion of Texas* The final decision now lay in Texan hands. Although 

Ford, with many others, believed that President Anson Jones was opposed 

to annexation, Jones made no effort to thwart public sentiment* He sum

moned the Ninth Congress to convene in special session on June 16 to ex

press its views on the United States' offer* Representative Ford was 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," II, pp. 298-308, 

^ lyj^M pp. 363-364. 

^ Quoted in ibid*, pp* 337-345. 
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promptly at hand when Speaker John M* Lewis called the House to order, 

and, on the second day, June 17, he introduced a joint resolution that 

Texas accept the offer. Action on the resolution was suspended until 

the Senate had considered the Preliminary Treaty providing for the re

cognition of Texas independence, which Elliott had persuaded Mexican 

officials to sign on May 19* The proposed treaty had been submitted to 

the Ninth Congress along with the United States offer of annexation. 

On June 21, the Senate unanimously rejected the treaty, whereupon, on 

June 23, both houses unanimously approved the resolution favoring the 

46 
annexation offer. Congress also approved President Jones' call for a 

in 

convention to act offiolally on the United States joint resolution. 

On June 28, the final Congress of the Republic of Texas adjourned, hav

ing done everything legally within its power to make annexation actiial* 

In accordance with President Jones' proclamation, delegates to 

the convention assembled in Austin on July 4* On the same day, with but 

one dissenting vote, the convention approved the offer of annexation and 

then set itself to the task of drafting a new constitution for Texas as 

a state in the American union. Ford, although not a delegate, witnessed 

the proceedings and reported them for Washington Miller's Texas National 

Register at Washington on the Brazos. His signed articles, describing 

^5 Texas National Register (Washington), June 19, 1845. Why Ford, 
rather than a congressman of longer, more prominent service to Texas, 
proposed the resolution is nowhere officially explained. He may have 
been permitted the honor as a reward for eloquent and indefatigable ef
forts on behalf of the union* He himself states that it was "by con
sent," indicating a previous agreement among House members* 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," II, p. 364. 

^ W.S. Oldham and George W, White (comps.), A Digest of the Gen
eral Statute Laws of the State of Texas (Austin, 1859), pp. 10-11. 
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the work of the delegates and presenting his own views on pertinent 

topics, appeared regularly in its columns. His letter in the Register 

of July 24 commented humorously but pointedly in favor of the communi

ty-property provision in the constitution, and in the issue of a fort

night later he expressed decided disapproval of a proposal for the 

popular election of judges.^ When finally the constitution was com

pleted, the convention adjourned on August 28, having prepared a doo-

/q 
ument which was, in Ford's opinion, "the work of statesmen." 

Ford left Austin after the convention adjourned, but he planned 

to return soon. In spite of the small size of the community, and its 

frontier location, he correctly foresaw that, as the capital of a po

tentially large and rapidly growing state, Austin would expand and 

business would prosper, and he was now preparing a business venture. 

The owners of the Texas National Register were experiencing financial 

hardships as a result of their anti-annexationist stand. Ford had be

come acquainted with Michael Cronican, a former Galveston publisher and 

compositor. Upon his return to Washington, Ford formed a partnership 

with Cronican, purchased the Register from Miller and his partner, Wil

liam H. Cushney, and, after the issue of October 9 was out, took pos

session of the equipment and began to move it to the capital. After 

five weeks of arduous and expensive freighting, the next issue of the 

Texas National Register appeared on the streets of Austin with the name 

50 
of John S. Ford as editor on its masthead. 

^ Texas National Register (Washington), July 24, 1845; August 7, 
1845. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," II, pp. 389-391. 

^ yexas National Register (Austin), November 15, 1845. 
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Austin, at the time the Register resumed publication, was truly 

a frontier settlement. A year earlier, residents had sought shelter 

indoors when a migrating buffalo herd had invaded the few streets.^"^ 

The Capitol itself was surrounded by a high palisade to protect legis

lators from sudden Indian attack. In a surprise raid in the spring of 

1845, savages had killed a girl and stolen a boy. During the session 

of the convention, delegates had become alarmed when a panic-stricken 

negro galloped up Congress Avenue with word that Indian raiders were 

nearby, but the subsequent agitation quickly subsided when it was found 

that the alarmist had been frightened by an unseen group of youthful 

bathers in the Colorado River. Editor Ford, from his office door on 

Congress Avenue, on occasion could hear the howling of wolves and the 

yelping cries of Indians within the town limits, and, shortly after 

his arrival, "Old Guard" citizen Louis Horst narrowly escaped capture 

52 
on his way down town to market. Lipans, Delawares, and Tonkawas 

camped near the town late in 18^5, their conduct finally instigating 

53 
an editorial complaint about drunken, thieving Indians. 

The Register met with a cool reception from Austin people. A like 

fate would have fallen to any pro-Houston journal at the hands of a popu

lation still vindictive toward the president who stubbornly had opposed 

Austin as the seat of government, who further had refused to provide fron

tier protection, and had precipitated the "Archives War" through his ef-

Red-Lander (San Augustine), May 25, 1844. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," n , p. 400a* 

" Texas National Register issues during November, 1845, and that 
of January 10, 1846* 
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forts to remove the public archives from a locality unprotected through 

his own remissness. Thus, when the Register appeared, under the manage

ment of a Houston partisan, there was talk of throwing the press and 

type into the Colorado River, a suggestion which. Ford commented, "met 

54 

with no encouragement*" ^ But Ford's personality, which could be in

gratiating when he chose, and the fact that he publicly had supported 

the proposal to return the government to Austin, soon overcame the ini

tial hostility. Shortly, Editor Ford was one of the town's prominent 

citizens. When William Ford arrived in Austin in the late fall of I8ii5, 

having sold his Tennessee holdings after his wife's death, he found his 

editor son the one member of the community who was "Known to everyone." 

The expense of moving the Register, and the regular costs of op

eration, left the partners with little money. Ford explained the Regis

ter's position in a notice in which he requested, in his inimitable 

fashion, that delinquent subscribers meet their obligations to the firm* 

Those in arrears for subscriptions will not, we hope take 
it amiss at being reminded of the long period of indulgence they 
have enjoyed, and that every instance in which a number was for
warded without having previously received pay, was in violation 
of the terms "always in advance." 

We were disposed to accommodate our friends, our turn has 
come. We have been at considerable trouble and much expense, in 
transporting the establishment to this place. It took money to 
do it. Before long we shall want paper; money alone, can pro
cure it. The printers are growing proud, the beasts', they must 
have money and wont work without it. The fact is, though it 

54 yord, "Memoirs," II, p. 392* 

^5 Ed Burleson papers. Barker Center, U.T* The item cited is a 
list drawn up by Frank Brown, showing the principal Austin residents at 
the time the Brown family arrived there on February 10, 18i;6. After 
each name appears the year in which the individual came to Austin and 
some identifying phrase. Where Ford's name appears, the notation reads: 
"John S. Ford, 18^.5, Known to everyone*" 



Lhocks our modesty greatly to own it, we want money ourselves, 
not that we love it, or anything so, but just to rattle — we 
have grown tired of the Jingle of rusty nails, they soil our peck
ers — and their music is not half so sweet as the du]c»t sound of 
the dimes. Certain venders of goods, wares, and merchandize, have 
looked at us significantly, as much as to say "stand and deliver." 
How can we without delinquent subscribers will "come to the res
cue." We adjure them in the name of all that is merciful, kind 
and obliging, with the fear of "shocking bad hats," sleeveless 
coats, and soleless boots before our expectant eyes, we implore 
them to fork over, forthwith if not sooner*56 

Appealing as the above plea may have been to the frontier sense of humor, 

apparently it brought no immediate response from the delinquents, for 

less than a month later the same appeal was made in much more succinct 

terms. 

On January 3, I846, Ford informed his readers that, with the ex

piration of the current volume of the Texas National Register, the jour

nal would publish under the name of the Texas Democrat. In announcing 

his journalistic venture, in the previous October, he had stated that 

since he had been fundamentally in agreement with the Democratic Party 

regarding the question of annexation, he intended to support its princi

ples in the columns of his paper. The first issue under the new name, 

which emphasized the editor's political stand, came out on January 17* 

Regardless of title, the paper was now a weekly feature of Austin life* 

There were events in plenty to fill its columns, for, in addition to the 

accounts of Indian raids and to the loeal items so dear to the hearts of 

the small town citizens, the activities of the legislature drew the atten

tion of the Democrat's subscribers. The business of the law-makers was 

so boimtiful a source of news that on March 7 the Democrat changed to 

^ Texas National Register (Austin), November 22, 1845. 

57 
Ibid*. December 17, 1845* 
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semi-weekly publication "to keep up with the proceedings of the legis

lature and take advantage of each mail leaving." 

In the spring of I846, benefits came to the Texas Democrats by 

way of the political acquaintances John Ford had made. On April 13, the 

legislature, by the narrow margin of forty-one votes to forty on the 

fourth ballot, elected Ford and Cronican to be the official state print

ers in preference to their business competitor, John G. Chalmers, pub-

59 

Usher of the New Era* The subsequent contract placed the Democrat on 

a sound financial basis for at least the next two years. This, however, 

was not the only indication that Ford was politically active. When cer

tain members of the legislature met on the evening of April 27, I8ii6, to 

organize the Democratic Party in Texas, they named the editor to the 

state central committee, with ten others including H.G* Runnels, R.M. 
60 

Williamson, T.J. Chambers, and Thomas H. Duval. 

Ford's pleasure at this signal political honor was dispelled with

in a month by another circumstance. During May, Louisa Ford fell ill. 

Neither Ford's own medical skill, nor that of any other member of the 

Austin medical fraternity, was adequate for the situation. Although Ford 

ignored his editorial duties and faithfully nursed her through a linger

ing illness, she died on August 5, I846, and was buried in what is now 

58 
Texas Democrat (Austin), March 7, I8i;6. The issues of March 7, 

11, 14, 18, 21, and 25 were published in tabloid size. 

Ibid.. April 15, I846* Chalmers, Texas Secretary of State un
der Lamar, had begun publication of the New Era in October, about the 
time Ford and Cronican bought the Texas National Register, 

Ibid*. May 6, I846. 

Ibid.. May 27, 1846. The reference Is to Ford's absence from 
the office* The Democrat for June 10, I846, states: "The editor is 
still absent on account of sickness in his family*" 
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62 
designated as Section 1, Old Grounds, Oakwood Cemetery, in Austin. 

Louisa Ford's death wrought a major change in the life of the 

robust editor. Returning from the cemetery with the bearing of one who 

63 
"has had the besom of destruction pass over his domestic hearth," Ford 

sought to engage in affairs which might dispel the despondency brought 

by his bereavement. Nor had he far to search. On May 12, the United 

States Congress had declared a state of war to exist between the nation 

and the Republic of Msxico. Tsxas troopers already had fought along the 

border. Convinced that field service would provide the escape he sought. 

Editor Ford decided to become Soldier Ford. The decision to add to his 

previous professions of doctor, lawyer, politician, and editor that of 

arms launched him, at the age of thirty-one, on the career in which he 

was to achieve his most notable successes, and which would thereafter 

Influence Texans, on more than one occasion, to seek his services when 

crises required a leader of prudence and high, resolute courage. 

Business and personal affairs, however, prevented Ford's iiBBedlate 

enlistment. He went to San Antonio in September, visiting there the camp 

of the Texas Rangers, who had been discharged after serving on the Monter

rey line. He found them without pay and medical attention, and his pro

longed absence from his Austin office may have resulted from his em-

64 
ploying his medical skill as well as his pen in their behalf. But 

by November he had returned to the capital, where he performed various 

65 
services for the legislatuire, and participated in several civic 

62 

Sexton's Records, Oakwood Cemetery, Austin. 

^̂  Ford, "Msmoirs," II, pp. 395-396. 

^ Tp3yae pemocrat (Austin), September 16, 1846. 

^^ Ibid.. November 11, I846. 
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66 

events. Early in 1847, however, when there arose a military situa

tion which could be rectified only by the Texas Rangers, it was with 

those case-hardened warriors that John Ford determined to cast his lot* 

yexas Democrat (Austin), November 18, I846* 



CHAPTER II 

ADJUTANT FORD IN MEXICO 

The need for the Rangers was indisputably imperative. On their 

earlier discharge by Major General Zachary Taylor in the fall of 18^6, 

the attacks of guerrilla bands in the rear of Taylor's troops had be

come devastating. Accordingly, in March, 1847, Colonel Samuel R. Cur^ 

tis, commanding Taylor's line of supply between the Rio Grande and Mon

terrey, asked both the War Department and the State of Texas for mount

ed troops to halt the depredations. In answer to the "Ciirtis call," as 

it was familiarly known, Colonel John C. (Jack) Hays, during April and 

May, recruited a regiment of six months' volunteers whose duty it would 

be to keep open the sopply line* Herein lay an opportunity for John S. 

Ford to occupy himself with strenuous activity in hope that it would 

force his grief to the back of his mind. Quickly he finished putting 

his personal affairs in order and rode south toward San Antonio and the 

muster. On May 10, 1847, Editor Ford became Private Ford in Captain 

Samuel Highsmith's company of Colonel Hays' regiment of Texas Mounted 

2 
Volunteers* 

Four days later. Ford marched with the regiment for the Rio Grande. 

About the time the Rangers left San Antonio, however, General Taylor de

cided not to aocept any troops enlisted for less than twelve months. At 

General Zachary Taylor to the Adjutant General, May 27, 1847, 
Myxj.c?an Wfy g9rr^ffp9i^^^^i l̂ 9ffgftge of the Pregidenti of th? ?p^^^^ 
States, and the Correspondence, therewith communicated, between the 
Secretary of War and other officers of the government upon the subject 
of the Mexiean War (Washington. l8Z8)p p. 11A5. Hereafter cited as 
Mexican W^r Correspondence* 

* Records Group No* 94, National Archives, Washington, D.C* 

27 
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the Nueoes River, the volunteers were met by Taylor's courier to Hays, 

bearing orders for the command to return and muster out all men unwill-

ing to serve for at least a year.-^ Not included under the order were 

four companies commanded by Major Michael Chevaille and one led by Cap

tain Henry W. Baylor, enlisted and attached to Taylor's forces before 

the "Curtis call." 

But Ford's anticipation of active campaigning was not thus to be 

ingloriously dispelled. Acting under authority granted during the win

ter by the War Department, Hays set about recruiting a regiment for 

twelve months' service against the Indians on the frontier. The regi

ment filled up rapidly, many of the Rangers having remained in and 

around San Antonio after their previous discharge, and on July 7 Ford 

was promoted to a lieutenancy and transferred to Hays' headquarters 

staff as regimental adjutant. Three days later final enlistments were 

accepted, and the regiment was mustered into federal service for twelve 

months or the duration of the war. 

During the preceding week, Hays not only had been placed in com

mand of Texas frontier defense, but also, almost immediately thereafter, 

had received orders from Secretary of War W.L. Marcy to take what Rangers 

could be spared from frontier defense and proceed immediately to join 

5 
General Taylor. Working as rapidly as he could to remedy the miserable 

frontier situation which had developed under an incompetent predecessor 

^ Taylor to the Adjutant General, May 27, 1847, Mexican '̂ar Cor
respondence, p. 1145. 

^ Records Group No* 94, National Archives, Washington, D*C* 

'' Taylor to the Adjutant General, July 27, 1847, Mexican War Cor
respondence* p. 1185. 
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(Captain M.S. Howe), Hays by early August had sent to the frontier, un

der command of Lieutenant Colonel Peter Hansborough Bell, the companies 

of Captains Middleton T. Johnson, James S. Gillette, Shapley P. Ross, 

Henry W. Baylor, and Samuel Highsmith. Ford probably was thankful for 

his transfer from Highsmith's company, for now he would participate in 

operations in Mexico. 

On August 12, Hays and five companies left for the Rio Grande, to 

be followed later by the company of Captain Jacob Roberts, then resting 

its mounts after an arduous journey from the frontier. Hays and his 

Rangers, as they marched toward Laredo, fully expected to report to Gen

eral Taylor and to be assigned the task of keeping clear the letter's 

line of communications from the nuisance raids of Jose Urrea, Antonio 

Canales, and other Mexican commanders. Even before the regiment trot

ted out of San Antonio, however, its destiny had been altered by Pres

ident James K. Polk* 

Conditions along Major General Winfield Scott's line of advance 

from Vera Cruz to Mexico City had so deteriorated because of guerrilla 

operations that Scott, unable to defend his rearward stations, had de

cided, to the President's great distress, to abandon them. After a 

week of deliberation, Polk himself provided the remedy. He decided to 

send Hays, with whom he was personally acqxialnted and for whose ability 

he had high respect, to clear the Vera Crua-Mexico City line for Scott. 

Accordingly, on July 16, Polk ordered Secretary Marcy to inform Hays 

7 
and Taylor of the decision. Hays' orders, transmitted via Governor J. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 403. 

^ James K. Polk, The Diary of a President* ed. M.M. Ouaife 
(3 vols.; Chicago, 1910), III, p. 89* 
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Pinckney Henderson of Texas, were forwarded to Mier, where Hays had 

marched after crossing the Rio Grande at Laredo. At Mier of unhappy 

memory the regiment paused until Roberts' company caught up. From that 

point, about the middle of September, the Rangers marched farther down

stream, past Matamoros, to the tiny station of Ranchita, where they en

camped imtil transportation to Vera Cruz could be provided. 

There were among the Rangers a few maloontents whose enthusiasm 

for war waned in proportion to the distance from their homes. On the 

march to Mier, they were not content to suffer silently; "They played 

'Home, Sweet Home' on a harp of a thousand strings, and they had lis

teners." From the dangers of war, they passed on to the subject of the 

paucity of their rations. To these men Captain Alfred M. Truett spoke 

in blunt but illuminating terms, and equally terse language was direct

ed against them by Private John Glanton, whose terminology, employed on 

his own initiative and stimulated by liberal quantities of Rio Grande 

"bust-head" whiskey, was enough to send the ringleaders slinking away* 

The arch-objectors, no more than four, were discharged quickly at Mier 

and sent packing for Texas, a farewell blast from Captain Truett ring-

9 
ing in their ears* 

While at Ranehita, Colonel Hays decided to send an advance party 

to Vera Cruz to prepare a camp site for the regiment. Adjutant Ford 

moved with Captains Truett, Roberts, and Isaac Ferguson, the latter a 

seventy-year-old veteran of the War of 1812, and their companies to 

g 
This is the same Glanton whose activities as a scalp-hunter 

aroused furor on both sides of the Rio Grande after the Mexican War* 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp* 409-aO. 
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Brazos Santiago, where near the end of September they boarded a trans

port and departed down the coast. The voyage was not uneventful. An 

Irish seaman took it upon himself to make the trip unpleasant for the 

Rangers. After a saddening experience in attempting to appropriate 

Ford's quarters, he transferred his attentions below decks to the Ran

gers and their mounts. There he likewise suffered disaster. At San 

Antonio, Ford had acquired a perverse beast widely known as "Old Hig-

gins." The steed had been a consistent winner in East Texas races and 

had proved himself sturdy in the Monterrey campaign, but he was as 

treacherous as he was speedy, as the sailor was to learn to his discom

fort. One day roars of laughter from the hold penetrated the misery of 

seasickness which engulfed Ford. Soon a Ranger appeared to explain the 

reason. The Irishman had been meddling among the horses. "He came in 

reach of Old Higgins, and the old scoundrel pitched at him, open-

mouthed. He took Paddy's ear off as clean as it could have been done 

by a pair of shears; then chewed it up and swallowed it. He looked 

all the time like the devilment pleased him*"*̂  

At Vera Cruz the Ranger officers reported to Major General Rob

ert Patterson, commanding at the port, and were assigned a bivouac area 

two or three miles north of the city, on the Jalapa road, at a hamlet 

called Vergara, where lay a Massachusetts regiment of Brigadier General 

Caleb Gushing's brigade. The area was relatively healthy, but damp and 

open to winds which annoyed both the Bay State troops and the Texans. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 409-aO. 

^ Claude M. Fuess, The Life of Caleb Gushing (2 vols.; New York, 
1923), II, p. 55, hereafter cited as Fuess, Cushingi Ford, "Memoirs," 
III, p. 410. 
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Here the advance party marked off the regimental camping area across the 

road from the Massachusetts bivouao, mounted a guard, and entered into 

the regular camp routine, anxious to uphold the Ranger reputation for 

activity and energy. Before Colonel Hays arrived with the remainder of 

the regiment, the advance companies received an opportunity to demon

strate to their New England neighbors how the Ranger reputation had been 

won. 

In a conversation with the Ranger officers, General Patterson re

ferred to the continual depredating outside Vera Crus by Mexican guer

rilla bands, notably that led by a Colonel Zenobia, employing as a base 

the hacienda of San Juan, some thirty miler from the city. The general 

expressed the opinion that, due to the almost impenetrable jungle growth, 

even the Rangers could not operate successfully* Ford and his fellow of

ficers immediately applied to the general for permission to make a re-

connaissanoe. Patterson granted the request and promised them a guide. 

Although the guide failed to appear at the designated starting time, the 

Rangers marched out, following verbal directions given them the night be

fore* Ford led the eolumn, which was composed of the picked men of the 

advance party. 

After a ride of about twenty-five miles over dim trails overgrown 

by vines and foliage. Ford suddenly saw a guerrilla group ahead and, 

without warning his column, sptirred after the enemy at a gallop* A fol

lowing Ranger glimpsed the Mexicans and fired his rifle at them just as 

"Old Higgins" stepped in a mudhole, turning a complete revolution and 

plunging the impetuous adjutant beneath him in the mire. The Rangers, 

convinced that Ford accidentally had been shot, pulled up, heaping cur

ses on their innocent and bewildered comrade. Ford arose dripping, his 



33 

pistol useless because of its dampened percussion caps, and quickly re

mounted to continue the pursuit* Three or four guerrillas were shot 

down as the two parties raced across a small clearing in which stood a 

rude hut* Hard on the heels of one guerrilla rode Ford, with one hand 

snapping his useless pistol and with the other brandishing a saber. The 

fleeing Mexiean abandoned his horse and dived into the hut. Ford jumped 

from his mount and followed in hot pursuit, but found oily a solitary 

woman ("good looking," he later noted), standing in the middle of the 

floor* Outside again, the adjutant circled the hut a time or two, but 

no enemy appeared. The frustrated Ranger remounted "Old Higgins" and 

rode after his party, feeling, as he put it, "very like a fellow who had 

peeped through a crack, and saw his rival playing yum-yum with the gal 

of his heart." A short gallop brought the Rangers to the guerrilla head

quarters, a large, marble-floored, finely furnished hacienda occupied by 

Zenobia* After a brief engagement, during which several guerrillas were 

killed and the remainder put to flight, the patrol entered the residence, 

where blood-stained American garments, forage sacks, and other articles 

testified to the activity of the proprietors* To destroy the usefulness 

of the place as a guerrilla rendezvous, the Texans ordered the family 

outside and then applied the torch to the building. 

From San Juan the Rangers followed a circuitous route back toward 

Vergara, fighting several skirmishes on the way. At sunset the command 

reported in to General Patterson after a reconnaissance of sixty miles* 

Upon their arrival the general was inspecting a regiment drawn up for a 

review* One may imagine the impression made by the ununiformed Texans 

as the patrol cantered by, one of its members wearing with distinction 

the uniform and hat of a fallen enemy, reputed to have been a general 
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officer, 

Colonel Hays and the last of the regiment arrived at Vera Cruz on 

October 17, accompanied by Major Michael H. Chevaille, a favorite Ranger 

officer who had given up command of his battalion with Taylor to ride 
« 

with Hays in a quartermaster capacity*^ Within ten days the Texans 

were introduced to the weapon which thenceforward was to be associated 

with Texas Rangers — the Colt six-shooter. While Hays and a few others 

had used the earlier five-shot revolver against Indians, to most of the 

Rangers the heavy Colts were nysterious mechanisms which requires some 

explaining. Some pistols exploded after their owners crowded the coni

cal bullets in backward; others, when powder was spilled around the cyl

inder in reloading, discharged their six shots all at once. On one oc

casion, as he passed a Ranger's tent. Ford saw a recriiit busily cleaning 

a fully loaded pistol which still retained the percussion caps on the 

oylinder. Ford paused long enough to suggest the removal of the caps, 

to which the "greeny" assented. However, barely had the adjutant passed 

on when a shot cracked in the tent, and Ford turned to find that "Greeny 

had shot his own horse in the head, and put himself a-foot*"*^ 

Of the field-grade officers mustered in with the regiment. Hays 

was the only one in Mexiee, Lieutenant Colonel Bell being in Texas super

vising frontier defense. To provide a major to be second in command. 

Hays ordered an election. Captains Truett and Gabriel Armstrong and Ser-

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. a O - a 3 . 

13 
James Kimmins Greer, Colonel Jack Hays: Texas Frontier Leader 

and California Builder (New Tork, 1952), p. 170. Hereafter cited as 
Greer, Have. Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 407* 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 414-415. 
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geant Major Gilbert Brush, a former Mier prisoner, were oandidates for 

the office. The position went to Truett, a firm, just, courageous man 

both loved and feared by the Texans. Since the regiment did not inoon-

venienee itself by observing all the usages of Regular Army discipline, 

Truett, when accused of relying over-heavily upon his rank, waived his 

privileges and invited his critics to meet him man to man. His offers 

were not aecepted, and the critics "changed base Instanter."^^ 

From the time of Hays' arrival, General Patterson called con

stantly on the Rangers to retaliate against guerrilla raids around the 

city. On one occasion, Hays ordered out the company of Captain Jacob 

Roberts to pursue a band which had killed four men of an Ohio coapany 

outside Vera Crus. Roberts overtook and defeated the raiders, and re

turned on the next day. He probably was less dextrous with a pen than 

with a pistol; at any rate, when it came time for him to submit his 

written report to the colonel, he ealled on Ford for help. In relat

ing his account, Roberts numbered the eneqy dead at five. Perhaps 

something in Roberts* manner aroused the adjutant's curiosity. "Look 

here, Jake," Ford demanded, "I want the truth, how many did you kill?" 

"Not more than twenty-five," came the prompt answer* 

The admission was not surprising. The regiment included a few 

men, like Brush, who had been taken at Mier; others had been Santa Fe 

prisoners; and there were several, incltiding young Lewin Rogers, with 

personal scores to settle. The Rogers family, except for Lewin, had 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp* a5-4l6, 421* 

Ibid** p* 417. Similar Texan enthusiasm resulted in General 
Taylor's request to the War Department that he be sent no more mounted 
men from Texas* 
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been taken by retreating Mexicans north of Brownsville, and father, 

mother, sister, and brother had their throats cut, only the brother 

surviving. Obviously, not all Rangers had enlisted for the sheer love 

of adventure. 

As adjutant. Ford's place was at the headquarters tent; only 

when the entire regiment was involved in an operation had he an oppor

tunity to take the field. Possibly, then, he was the prime mover be

hind the organizing of a spy company, a group of fifty Rangers care

fully selected from among the regiment's five companies. The spy com

pany was organized at Vergara, with Ford elected captain and John Glan

ton lieutenant. The company operated independently of the usual routine; 

instead of pursuing guerrillas after they struck, it went in search of 

them, and, when the regiment moved, rode ahead as scouts. The fact or 

his election by the plotted men of a regiment admittedly unequalled as 

partisan cavalry was high tribute to John Ford's ability and leadership. 

Rangers rarely failed to select competent, trustworthy officers. 

A time came when Ford's sense of fairness saved his life, or so 

he always believed. On that occasion the regiment was sent by General 

Patterson on a raid against a Mexican detachment reported to be encamped 

near the town of Antigua, about twenty-five miles northwest of Vera Cruz 

on the Antigua River and about eight miles back from the Gulf of Mexico. 

With the spy company in advance, the Rangers moved VBp the coast to the 

mouth of the river, where the scouts dispersed an enemy outpost. The 

column halted at the town and Hays ordered Ford to conduct a reconnais

sance, while a Mexican lancer carefully watched them from the opposite 

bank* The adjutant and fifteen Rangers navigated the crossing of the 

Antigua in a vessel designed for no more than eight persons* 
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On the farther shore the scouting party encountered a Spanish-

speaking negro whom the Rangers, believing him to conceal a knowledge 

of English, talked of killing. Realizing that the negro probably had 

been born in the region and perhaps had never before heard English spo

ken, the adjutant persuaded the Texans to leave the countryman unmolest

ed and to disperse in search of the guerrilla lair. Ford, exhausted by 

illness, lay down near the river bank to wait for the men. Uninten

tionally he fell asleep* When he awoke, he was alone except for the 

negro, and a prey to any Mexican partisan who might discover him. Ford 

immediately informed the negro of his desire to cross the Antigua. The 

negro promptly summoned a Mexican who obeyed the former's orders and 

17 
rowed Ford baok to the regiment. 

In his memoirs. Ford makes no explanation as to the nature of his 

occasionally reourring illness which sometimes kept him from duty. The 

troops in Mexico suffered from measles, mumps, smallpox, and the various 

tropical diseases abounding in the tierra caliente — the hot, coastal 

lowlands. The prime scourge was the black vomit, the vomito. which 

most soldiers believed to be yellow fever, although some held it to be a 

18 
type of disease unidentified by Western medicine. Ford, a practicing 

physician himself, would hardly have hesitated to comment on his good 

fortune had he survived that particular affliction. From the recurring 

nature of his illness, and the fact that the attacks not always kept 

him from duty, it seems possible that he may have been infected with 

"̂̂  Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp* 419-421* 

18 
John R* Kenly, Memoirs of a Maryland Volunteer. War with Mex

ico, in the years 18^6-7-8 (Philadelphia. 1873). footnote, pp. 293-294. 
Hereafter cited as Kenly, Memoirs. 
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with malaria* At least, the successive chills and fever he experienced 

would so indicate. 

Before the Texans wore ordered from Vergara the spy cosipany was 

disbanded. Being constantly alorted. Its members had been relieved of 

routine duties in their respective companies. Only one company command

er. Captain Gabriel Armstrong, one of the defeated candidates for major, 

objected to a portion of his command being placed on special duty, but 

to Insure harmony Colonel Hays deactivated the scouts. Armstrong, Ford 

19 
felt, was not the best example of a typical Ranger officer. 

General Scott, in ffexieo City since September 13, anticipated a 

need for reinforcements. Consequently, late in October he ordered Gen

eral Patterson to march for the capital with all troops not needed to 

maintain a garrison at the port. The Ranpers were now at full strength, 

20 
about 580 rank and file, having recruited a number of non-Texans. On 

November 2, the long column of troops swung past Vergara, vrtiere the Ran

gers joined it, and set out for the City of Ifexico, more than 260 toi^ 

21 
tuous miles away. 

Northwest through arid, sandy country, speckled with scrub growth 

which provided excellent cover for guerrillas, the Rangers marched with 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," III, p. 423. 

20 
Ibid.* p. 422. S<HBe of these were men whose enlistments had 

expired and who had chosen to take travel allowanees rather than govern
ment transportation home. Others were clv5.1ians who had managed to get 
to Vera Cruz in search of adventiu*e. 

A 1955 road map, issued by the Pemex Travel Club of Msxico City, 
shows the present highways numbered 140, 150, and 190 to lie almost ex
actly over the old road traveled by the Americans, and gives the distance 
as 270 miles; Major Kenly, who marched it at the head of a District of 
Columbia^-Maryland battalion, estimated it to be 262 miles. Kenly, MSBH 

olrs. p. 293. 
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the troops from the older states. Hays sent Ford and Chevaille, both 

ill and irritable, to the rear of the column to prevent straggling. 

There they found Captain Armstrong and several companions from other 

units lagging about a hundred yards behind the troops. Armstrong shrug

ged off Hays' order with the comment that he had placed a lieutenant in 

command of his company. In the afternoon, as he ahd the others tagged 

the troops, both Ford and Chevaille growled the hope that guerrillas 

would teach the stragglers a lesson. Hardly had they expressed the 

wish when partisan muskets banged in the chaparral, and the laggards 

23 
rushed headlong to the safety of the column* 

The Rangers slept on the third night iinder the high arches of the 

National Bridge, some thirty miles above Vera Cruz. ̂  When dusk fell, 

the adjutant sought to relieve a fever by bathing himself in the Rio An

tigua beneath the bridge. As he splashed, he became aware of a little 

man on a big horse standing in the midst of the Ranger mess equipment* 

Dissatisfied with the reticent answers to his many questions, the small 

fellow profanely announced that he was the wagon master, and assured Ford 

22 
Kenly, M—olrs. pp. 293, 301; J. Jacob Oswandel, Notes on the 

Mexican War 18^6-47-48. Comprising incidents, adventures, and everyday 
proceedings and letters while with the United States army in the Mexican 
War: also extracts from ancient histories of Mexico, giving an accurate 
account of the first and original settlers of Mexico, etc.i also the 
names and numbers of the different rulers of Mexico: also influence of 
the Church (Philadelphia, 1885), p. 108* Hereafter cited as Oswandel, 
Notes. Oswandel saw the country as "rough and barren, wild with forest 
trees and numerous chaparrals." 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 423-424. 

24 
Ford does not record the first two camp sites, but as the speed 

of the column necessarily was regulated by the progress of the wagon 
trains over the slowly rising ground, the first two marches probably were 
short. The logical camp site for the night of November 2 would have been 
on or near the Rio San Juan, and that for November 3, st the Rio Paso de 
Ovejas* 



40 

that "if you get sick, I'll see you in hell before you shall ride in one 

of my wagons'. Whose camp is this any how?" When Ford rejoined, "It is 

Col. Hays'," the wagon master "used whip and spur to get out of it." 

While Patterson's troops and the Rangers were approaching the Na

tional Bridge, a situation was developing there which would bear direct

ly on most of the subsequent movements of Hays' Texans. On November 3, 

a Mexican woman had requested an interview with the camp commander. Lieu

tenant Colonel George W. Hughes of the District of Columbia and Maryland 

Volunteer Regiment, garrisoning the site. She informed Hughes and his 

second in command. Major John R. Kenly, that two guerrilla officers 

wished to enter under a flag of truce and were concerned lest they not 

be allowed to depart. Hughes assured her that they would be permitted 

to leave. In the afternoon two Europeans, garbed as Mexican officers, 

entered under the flag. They announced that they were of the guerrilla 

band of Padre Jarauta, a priest turned partisan warrior, who had proved 

to be the most irritating thorn in the side of Scott's Vera Cruz-Mexico 

City line. Jarauta had sent them to say that the guerrillas were tired 

of fighting and wished to be at peace, if they might be free from re

prisals. Both Maryland officers, although they had no authority to treat 

with guerrillas, saw the opportunity to settle a difficult problem posed 

by the constant raids, and felt that General Scott would approve any ne

gotiations for the purpose. They agreed to receive Jarauta's surrender, 

subject to Scott's dispositions. On the next afternoon the two officers 

returned with word that Jarauta had agreed to the condition and was wait

ing just outside the lines for permission to enter. While Hughes and 

25 Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 424. 
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Kenly conversed with Jarauta's lieutenants, the column from Vera Cruz 

marched in, and General Patterson arrived at the headquarters hacienda 

where the discussion was under way. Colonel Hughes quickly explained to 

Patterson the subject of the negotiations. Patterson summarily closed 

the discussions thus: "Tell them that if I catch Jarauta I will hang 

him to the highest tree in the Tierra Caliente.'* The guerrilla of-

26 
ficers left promptly, as did Jarauta* By his words General Patterson 

unconsciously provided the Rangers with six months' hard riding; Jarauta 

was to be the protagonist in the dramatic exploits of Hays' men during 

the remainder of the war. 

On the next morning, with General Patterson's troops the Rangers 

left behind them the towering Puente Nacional. and took the hilly road 

forward. A march of about thirteen miles brought them to the small vil

lage of Plan del Rio, where the Texans were greeted with three rousing 

cheers from the encamped First Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry, impressed 

27 
by the si^t of the "fine body of men." Plan del Rio lay at the edge 

of the tierra caliente fever belt, and it probably was with great relief 

28 
that the Rangers left that camp for the climb to the temperate plateau. 

Hays and his five companies led Patterson's advance from Plan del 

Rio, marching over a difficult road which rose steadily toward the water

shed near Jalapa. At noon on Sunday, November 7, the Rangers entered the 

city, a lovely municipiLLlty of scane eight thousand people, and went into 

camp two miles beyond on the Puebla road. In the Jalapa guard-house they 

2^ Kenly, Memoirs, pp. 328-332. 

' Oswandel, Notes, p. 382. 

2^ Justin H. Smith, The War with Mexico (2 vols.; New York, 1919), 
II, p. 42. 
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left a guerrilla whom they had captured in one of the infrequent skir-

29 
mishe8 along the way. 

Hays pressed on from Jalapa for Puebla, taking with him the com

panies of Roberts and Armstrong. The remaining three companies he left 

in camp under Major Truett, who was still not well. Adjutant Ford, also 

not fully recovered, likewise stayed behind (although neither he nor 

Truett reported himself sick), as did the competent Major "Mike" Che

vaille. Illness among the company commanders may have caused Hays to 

leave behind the commands of Captains Ferguson, Chaucer Ashton, and Pres

ton Witt. Both Ashton and Ferguson were to succumb to illness in the 

30 
City of Mexico, Ashton on December 14 and Ferguson on January 1, 1848. 

Probably, however. Hays divided the command to provide protection from 

guerrillas for the troops which were to march later for the capital. 

Fragrant Jalapa, in a region of perpetual spring, was a veritable 

Eden to the Rangers, after the enervating heat of the coastal plain. 

Over the clean, prosperous-looking city hung the scent of countless va

rieties of floral growth and beyond Jalapa's limits white haciendas were 

visible above the orderly ranks of orange groves which provided a pleas

ant shade for weary, duty-free soldiers. Even in mid-November the days 

were pleasantly warm, although troops fortunate enough to have blankets 

were grateful for them when night fell. Except for the high humidity of 

^ Oswandel, Notes, pp. 383, 385. The prisoner created some ex
citement a week later by cutting his throat in the guard-house. As a 
parole violator, he was certain of execution anyway. 

30 
Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 401. Ford makes no mention of the 

cause of death in either case, but arduous marches, advanced years, and 
possible illness coxild account for Ferguson's demise. Ephrain M. Dag
gett became the captain of Ferguson's company and Alexander E, Handley 
succeeded to the command of Ashton's company, originally Truett's* 
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the region, the Texans hardly could have found a better place to re-

31 
emit their health. 

For those Rangers fit for duty, Jalapa was not a station for ex

tended relaxation, for there, as elsewhere along the sinuous supply 

line, Jarauta, Zenobia, and less prominent guerrillas were busy.^ 

Colonel F.M* Wynkoop of the First Pennsylvania regiment, to whom Hays' 

rear echelon temporarily was assigned, relied heavily on the Rangers* 

On the night of November 19 he called out Captain Witt's company and in 

a surprise strike on the partisan village of Jalcomulco, some thirty 

miles distant, captured several guerrilla officers, including two who 

33 
were parole violators. Operations of this nature brought the Texans 

the plaudits of both the military and the civilians, the latter being 

tired of war and of being preyed upon by partisan bands not always mo

tivated sheerly by patriotism. Occasionally, however, the Rangers 

were involved in less laudable enterprises. While at Jalapa, two of 

them were tried by a military court for the theft of money and blankets 

3A 
from the citizens* 

31 
Fuess, Gushing. II, p. 57; Oswandel, Notes, passim. 

32 
Kenly, Memoirs, p. 312. 

33 
John S. Jenkins, History of the War between the United States 

and Mexico, from the commencement of hostilities to the ratification of 
the treaty of peace (New York and Auburn. 1855). PP. 473-474.Hereafter 
cited as Jenkins, U.S. and Mexico. The parole violators were hanged on 
the day the rest of Hays' regiment left Jalapa. Jenkins gives the month 
as October, an obvious error since none of the Rangers left Vera Cruz 
before November 2. Witt had become a company commander upon the resig
nation of Stephen Kinsey in October. Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 401* 

Oswandel, Notes, p. 388* These men may have been recruits add
ed at Vera Cruz, rather than native Texans, for Ford wrote, "They_/the 
Texan57 • • • loathed petty thievery. • . * Their rule was to pay for 
any thing to eat or wear. The men of Hays' regiment loved Texas, and 
they would do nothing to bring dishonor upon their State or themselves." 
Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 418* 
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Patterson's column took up the march toward Puebla on November 

24, the Rangers attached to Wynkoop's Pennsylvaniens for the movement. 

The diary of the young Pennsylvania-Dutch corporal, Jacob Oswandel, re

counts the march in some detail. On the night of November 24 the force 

camped at La Hoya after a short march which had taken them several thou

sand feet above the Jalapa slopes. During the night the troops huddled 

about numerous fires and at daybreak set out on a long day's journey 

through rain, hail, and snow across the bleak uplands stretching toward 

the continental divide. Dusk found them at the hamlet of Cruz Blanca, 

a few miles above Las Vigas. By two o'clock on|the next afternoon the 

command had bivouaced at the village of Perote, below the castle so 

well remembered by some of the Texans. Hard marching, undulating roads, 

and bitter weather had taxed the troops and they remained two days at 

Perote. The march was resumed on the norning of November 29 and the 

Rangers and Pennsylvaniens put some thirty hard miles behind them be

fore halting to camp at the village of Tepejahuilco on the marshy shore 

of Laguna del Alchichica. On the next day, with the peak of Orizaba 

shrinking slowly to the rear, the troops passed Ojo de Ague and at mid-

afternoon encamped amid the huge oaks and towering pines around £1 Pinal. 

Thick dusk had fallen when word came to camp that guerrillas were 

butchering American stragglers back at Tepejahuilco. Wynkoop hurriedly 

sent a Ranger compai^ riding hard toward the village, with instructions 

to show no mercy. In about four hours the Rangers returned. They had 

killed two guerrillas, captured two unarmed but suspected natives, and 

had brought with them, lashed across the back of a baggage mule, two 

dead Pennsylvania infantrymen, their throats cut. Corporal Oswandel 

thought it "one of the seven wonders" that the Texans actually brought 
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in prisoners, since they had the reputation of shooting on the spot 

anyone suspected of guerrilla activity* 

With the Rangers scouting ahead, the column left El Pinal village 

on the morning of December 2, following the road which climbed past the 

forests of huge pines to El Pinal pass, a location admirably suited for 

an ambush. But probably because of the Rangers, no attack delayed the 

command and, winding down to the high table-land, it entered the final 

stage of the journey. That night the column slept at the settlement of 

Amozoquco and the next day it marched to Puebla, where once again Hays' 

35 
regiment was united. The three companies of Truett's detachment now 

learned that on the day they left Jalapa, Hays and his two companies 

had returned from an excursion that gained wide notice for the Texans. 

At Puebla Hays had been attached to the brigade of General Joseph Lane 

of Indiana, and an affinity quickly sprang up between the two commanders. 

Lane, with a spirit restless enough to qualify him as a Ranger, in late 

November eagerly grasped an opportunity to meet the Mexicans. 

On the evening of November 22, Lane left Puebla for Matamoros de 

Izucar, at the head of a command composed of Hays' Rangers, a company of 

Louisiana dragoons, and a small artillery detachment, about 170 men in 

all. His mission was to destroy military stores supplying Mexican op

erations and to liberate American prisoners reported to be held there* 

The march of fifty-four miles was accomplished in twelve hours, in spite 

^^ Oswandel, Notes, pp. 397-401. Oswandel's diary shows the troops 
at Amozoquco on the night of December 2 and on the morning of December 4 
he watched his regiment march out of Puebla for the City of Mexico. Db-
viously, then, the command reached Puebla sometime on the third of the 
month. Oswandel was left behind to recover from sore feet. He rejoined 
the regiment at San Juan, near Mexico City, early in the month. 
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of a driving rain, and at seven o'clock in the morning the Louisiana 

cavalry drove in the Mexican pickets and led the charge into town. The 

demoralized Mexicans quickly fled to a forest behind the town, with a 

loss of from sixty to eighty men, including the garrison commander, a 

Colonel Piedras. The only American casualties were three artillerymen, 

wounded accidentally later in the day while destroying enemy munitions. 

Twenty-three Americans were freed, and were Issued captured muskets and 

horses. 

Early on the morning of November 24 Lane began his return march 

toward Puebla, Ranger Lieutenant James C. Gaither leading the scouts for 

"Jake" Roberts' advance guard, and the American artillery piece, three 

captured Mexican guns, and four wagon-loads of arms, hitched behind 

small Mexican mules, in the rear. As the extended column threaded the 

long, winding pass of Galaxra, about five miles above Matamoros, a Mex

ican lancer attack drove in the scouts. Hays spurred to take command of 

the advance guard and, joined by Lane and his staff, launched a counter

charge, the thirty-five Americans repulsing and pursuing some two himd-

red lancers. Lane turned to take command of the main body while Hays 

closed on the Mexican cavalry, which disapr>eared over the summit of a 

small mountain. When Hays' party galloped across the crest, they found 

themselves face to face with the Mexican reserve, five hundred lancers 

commanded by a Colonel Rea, one of the largest organized Mexican forces 

still in the field. With empty weapons the Rangers retreated hastily, 

but in good order, before Rea's charge. Hays, who still had a few re

maining rounds in his Colts, conducted a lone rear-guard action, pistol

ing two lancers and by his accuracy discouraging the enemy from pressing 

their charge. Upon seeing the lancers. Lane ordered the artillery for-
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ward and with a few rounds of canister and grape-shot forced the lan

cers back to the mountains. Small enemy detachments, however, prudent

ly remaining out of range, dogged Lane's flanks for several hours. That 

night the command camped on the road. On the next morning the Americans 

proceeded to Atlixco, rested briefly, and marched on for Puebla, where 

they arrived early in the afternoon* 

Lane was profuse in his praise for his own command, but reserved 

his superlatives for Colonel Hays. Roberts' bravery also was mentioned. 

His horse was killed beneath him in the charge and. Lane reported, "he 

exhibited great presence of mind in making his escape." John Glanton, 

Ford's lieutenant in the short-lived spy company, "attracted general no

tice for his extraordinary activity and daring throughout the actions 

36 
both of the twenty-third and twenty-fourth.""^ A streak of sadness, 

however, lay across the elation of Hays' men. Of Lane's two dead, one 

was Ranger Malpass of Roberts' company, shot down in the front rank of 

37 
the Ranger charge. 

The entire regiment heard with approval Lane's official report, 

but on the night of December 3 the late arrivals listened to their more 

fortunate comrades drawlingly and humorously relate the tales too unim

portant for official notice. They laughed immoderately over the attempt 

^ General Lane to the Adjutant General, December 1, I8i;7, U.S. 
House Exec. Doc. No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., pp. 86-89. Sometime af
ter 1880, Captain Robert Evans, a participant in the affair, wrote that 
Lane's command marched through the rain until midnight, when it halted 
at Atlixco. Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 428. Evans probably commanded 
Armstrong's men, since the latter, after his defeat in the election for 
major, had been sullen about performing duty. Hays preferred to avoid 
taking action against him, probably hoping the situation wo\ild remedy 
itself. It did when Armstrong resigned at Mexico City. 

^' Reported by Lane as "Walpas*" No first name is mentioned. 
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of a Matamoros resident to claim as his own the mount of Chaplain Sam

uel H. Corley, a horse known throughout Texas as an Irascible, extro

verted beast, and at the preacher's intention to fight before parting 

38 

with the steed. They learned with interest that "Jake" Roberts' pre

sence of mind lay in his seizing the stirrup strap of George White, who 

had returned to aid him, and of the captain's bounding beside White's 

galloping animal until he had acquired sufficient momentum to leap up 

behind the rider. They heard how Lane had attempted to lighten his 

bogged wagons by ordering the captured escopetas (muskets) thrown out 

and biuTied, and how the muskets, being loaded, began to explode as they 

caught fire, alarming the column and sending Evans' dismounted rear 

guard splashing through the mud to repel an attack which never came*^ 

They paid keen attention to the detailing of the adventure of Bill Hick-

lini 

Bill Hicklin, of Capt. Witt's company, fell asleep during 
a halt. When he awoke he felt rather desolate. He wandered 
about in the mountainous surroundings, not knowing which way 
the Americans had gone. Lnpelled by hunger, he went to a Mex
ican residence. He was treated with extreme kindness, secret
ed from other Mexicans, and finally sent to Puebla, where he 
joined his company. Bill was a great wag, and recounted the 
adventure with much himior. Until his \mexpected arrival it 
was supposed he had been killed. 

"He was extremely fortunate," Ford wrote later, "in having fallen in 

40 
with a kind-hearted and humane Mexican gentleman." 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 425* 

^̂  MA'» PP* 426-428. 

^^ ^bid. Witt's company was with Chevaille. Hicklin probably 
had been transferred temporarily to one of the two companies which 
went forward with Hays. 

file:///mexpected
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One night's rest was all Truett's detachment got at Pliebla. On 

the following noon, that of Saturday, December 4, Hays and his five com

panies marched in the van of the first of two trains to advance toward 

the capital. Footsore Corporal Oswandel watched them ride by, followed 

by his Pennsylvania comrades, a Massachusetts and an Ohio regiment, and 

fifteen hundred recruits under Major F.T. Lally, the latter body being 

replacements for the battle-decimated regiments at MBXICO City. Stead

ily their road mounted higher until the Texans emerged from the pine-

shaded pass a few miles paist Rio Frio and saw the next day, through 

the still winter air, the City of Msxico, sprawling some forty miles 

42 
away in the lush valley. On December 7, riding quietly at a walk, 

43 
the Rangers followed Colonel Hays into the suburbs of the city. 

The Rangers, as they moved at a walk behind their slight, compact 

colonel, were a sight to attract notice. Their clothing, long since tat

tered by strenuous wear, was augmented by whatever garments they had been 

able to appropriate, scrapes and odd bits of Msxican uniforms being use

fully employed. Their headgear was of all descriptions. The leather 

hunting cap Hays wore was matched by others in the ranks. A few Tsxans 

managed to retain what had once been broad-brimmed hats. Others wore 

fur caps of varying composition and shape, and at least one had acquired 

in some doubtless interesting fashion a high silk hat. Ragged but IBH 

^^ Oswandel, Notes* p. 401. 

^^ Kenly, Mf§oiyf. p. 405. It was from this point that Kenly was 
first able to see the oity* 

^ Ford, "Mamoirs," III, pp. 435-436. Scott reported the Texan 
arrival as being December 7, the date on which Patterson, commanding 
the movement, arrived with the second train. 

T1<:\AS »lX;H.M)!AniiCAL COLLEGE LiiUCAiyt 
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pressive they were; "Jack Falataff's recruits would have made a credit

able figure beside them, but every man in that tattered corps was worthy 

44 
to combat for thrones or empires." 

Hardly had they entered the city \^en the population learned that 

the Texans were as deadly as they were carelessly attired. Ihe suburbs 

wsre the homes of the leperos. thieving, murderous ruffians \dio menaced 

both the householders and solitary American soldiers. As Hays' men 

stolidly marched toward the center of the city, a spinning rock from 

the hand of a ]|.ep̂ ro struck the cap from a Ranger's head. A long Colt 

rose in the Ranger's hand and roared abruptly. Ihe IsESSS «P^n "̂ o "the 

cobbled street, a bullet through his head. The Ranger leaned from his 

walking horse, retrieved the cap and returned it to his head. Not a 

45 
word had been uttered. 

Along the crowded streets where the citizenry had clustered to 

watch the arrival of "i;«oa Diabolos TeJanoe" (The Texas Devils) the Ran

gers forged their way. As they rode, a pistol fell from the belt of a 

Texan and discharged upon striking the cobbled pavement. A spectator 

fell with the ball in his leg. Like magic the way opened before the 

Rangers, and long before they reached the central plaza the word sped 

ahead that "los Tslanes sangrientos" (the bloody Tsxans) were coming. 

Xhe column ploughed its way through the massed throng of awed citizens 

and curious American soldiers into Zooalo Plaza and stretched along the 

south side of the square, across from the towering cathedral. Ihe of-

^ Colonel Frank Trlplett, Conquering the Wilderness (New York, 
1883), pp. 602-603J Greer, Hays, p. 1811 Ethan Allan Hitchcock, Fifty 
Years in Cano and Field (New York, 1909), p. 310. 

^5 Democratic Telegraph and T^xa^ %fri«ter (Houston) February 24, 
1848. 



51 

ficers, indistinguishable in their dress from their men, fell out to 

acconqjany Colonel Hays to the billeting officer, to learn where their 

companies were to be quartered. 

Vftiile the men waited, a oandy vendor, his wares in a basket on 

his head, passed by the ranks. One trooper casually appropriated a 

handful of the confectionary from the basket. As the vendor sputtered 

his wrath, the Ranger finished the portion and calmly helped himself 

again. The Mexican, ignorant of the fact that he would be paid — Hays 

tolerated no petty theft — and certain that he was being robbed, stooped 

swiftly for a pebble ^ich he hurled at the Texan. A ballet from the 

Ranger's six-shooter dropped the citizen dead on the plaza cobblestones. 

The watching thousands stampeded, tranpling one another underfoot and 

knocking each other into the open sewers floid.ng beside the walks, 

in their mad hurry to depart from the dangerous contingent, ^^nutes 

later still another incident was to distress the city's residents. 

Uhen the Rangers rode toward their quarters, one, scarcely more than 

a boy, became enraged with his recalcitrant mount and belabored the 

horse about the ears with the butt of a revolver. The weapon dis

charged and another citizen fell, shot in the stomach. Nor was he 

to be the day's final casualty. That evening, while several Texans 

waited to enter the National Theatre, a ;j.epero filched a handkerchief 

from a Texan pocket and fled, the warning to halt only increasing his 

gait. A ball from the Ranger's pistol quickly overtook him, and the 

Ranger, after retrieving the handkerchief, casually sauntered back to 

46 Ford, "MBmoirs," III, pp. 436-437. 
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his place in line. later the Rangers adopted the habit of pinning 

their handkerchiefs in their pockets. When they felt the tug of a 

thief, they turned upon him and usually were content to administer a 

pistol-whipping by way of a lesson. 

During the first few days in the city, the Rangers found them

selves under attack from the leperos on excursions into the streets. 

One group of Texans, subjected to a shower of stones from a roof-top, 

killed six of their assailants, an action sturdily defended to General 

Scott by Colonel Hays. On another occasion. Van Walling and Interpreter 

Pete Gass wore attacked by a rock-hurling crowd which soon resorted to 

knives. The two broke clear, leaving four or five dead and wounded in 

the street. Tlie final affair came when Adam Alisons of Roberts' com

pany was caught alone in a district the Rangers had named "Cutthroat." 

Allsens' horse brought him out, but he was literally sliced to ribbons. 

Before he died that night, he indicated some of his attackers, and the 

Rangers, consumed by a deuigerous rage, quietly made their preparations 

for vengeance. 

At ten o'clock that night, while Jdin Ford and Captain Parry 

Humphreys, a friendly acquaintance, sat talking in Hays' quarters with 

the Ranger colonel, small-arms fire broke out nearby, steadily increas

ing to skirmish-line proportions. Both Ford and Huinphreys recognised 

it as revolver fire, but Hays deprecated the opinion, blaming the rack

et on a detachment of Horse Marines. Until midnight the three listened 

to the multiplying reports; then Humphreys, peering from a window, won

dered aloud why General Scott's orderly was approaching the Ranger 

^' Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 436-437. The candy-vendor incident 
was related to Ford by Captain Parry Humphreys, an eye-witness. 
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headquarters. Hays disappeared rapidly through a rear door, calling 

over his shoulder as he went, "Ford, if he comes, tell him I am not in." 

There was, of course, no orderly on the way; Humphreys merely was at-

te^>ting to learn if Hays actually was aware of what was taking place. 

After one o'clock Humphareys departed and Ford went in search of 

his colonel. He found Hays and later wrote, "but do not ask where?; you 

will never be told." It was in a place designed for solitude. Humph

reys stopped at Hays' quarters on the next morning to leave word that 

more than fifty bodies had been brought to police headquarters, and 

reported that night that the Mixioan dead numbered more than eighty. 

Apparently the Rangers' action had a salutary effect. "The latter af

fair . . . broke up the murder of Americans almost entirely." Later a 

rumor reached the Rangers that the city officials had ealled on Gen

eral Scott to request the removal of the Tsxans to quarters outside the 

city, else soon there would be no eivic population.^ 

Scott may or may not have been the recipient of such a petition, 

but, in any event, the end of the month found the Rangers In quarters 

at San Angel, about six miles south of the city, a more convenient base 

from which to ride on the expeditions which were in the offing. Here 

they again found themselves quartered near Wynkoop's Pennsylvanlans. 

On the night of December 31» Hays and his men rode from San Angel to 

the Contreras battle ground, southwest of the city, searching for guer

rillas reported to have slain two Pennsylvanlans there, but the search 

was fruitless. On the next day Wynkoop took Lieutenants Daggett and 

Burke and about forty men on an overnight attempt to strike Jarauta's 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 437-441. 
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band. Although unsuccessful insofar as their original intention was 

concerned, the group did return with a Msxican general and a colonel.^^ 

Four days later, on January 6, 1848, a Ranger galloped into esjap with 

word that guerrillas were attacking Americans on the San Angel-Nfexico 

City road. Daggett again, with a Ranger company, pursued the attackers, 

and "kept up the chase xmtil they had at least twenty laid dead and 

wounded on the road, and God knows where it would have stopped at had 

50 
not the dark evening stopped the chase." 

These activities, however, were but preliminary to a major effort 

undertaken by Hays. On the evening of January 11, the entire Ranger 

command marched from San Angel on a secret mission, although the astute 

Oswandel surmised that they were "going in seareh of the eld priest, 

Jarauta, vho Jyn^ lurking around these diggings." The Pennsylvania 

corporal supposed correctly; Jarauta was reported to be at Otumba, about 

sixty miles northeast of the City of MBXICO, and it was Hays' intention 

to surprise the renegade cleric 

Guided by an American stage-coach driver known to the Msxieans 

as "John the Devil," the Rangers trotted out into the winter dusk. Mis

led by information from natives on the route, the command lost its way 

in the dark, finally returning to ttie Vera Cruz road to stand by their 

horses until sunrise. To preserve secreoy. Hays concealed his men and 

^^ Oswandel, No^e. pp. 434* 436-438. The Mixiean officers were 
General Gabriel Valencia and a Colonel Arreta. 

5°iMd., p. Ul. 

51 Ibid.* p. 449. Oswandel said the Rangers "want out at full 
strength." Some must have been left in Msxico City, for Ford gives the 
number at San Juan as sixty-five, and Daggett mentions eighty-four. 
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horses all day in a nearby hacienda and led the regiment forth again 

at dark. Daylight saw the Texans entering Otumba, where they were 

quickly told that Jarauta and his band lay at San Juan Tsotihuacan, 

back toward the capital and ten miles off the Otumba-Nbxico City road. 

Hays pushed his men hard for San Juan, but the bird had flown when the 

Rangers arrived. The two sleepless nights and hard riding were now 

beginning to tell on both horses and men, and particularly on Adju

tant Ford, who was ill v*en the regiment had left San Angel. Hays ac

cordingly took his command into a huge stone structure that occupied 

almost an entire side of the large plaza, ^iMch was completely enclosed 

by buildings. The horses were led into a fenced enclosure off the main 

room of the building and the men threw themselves on benches and on the 

floor. like Ford, most of them were soon deep in the sleep of exhaus-

*4 52 tien. 

An exeeption, however, was Lieutenant Daggett. Sleep lay but 

lightly on his huge frame and he was soon awakened by a low roaring 

sound. A question to an old woman passing through the cuartel (barracks) 

brought the answer that the noise was that of the Rangers' horses fitt

ing outside. tJneasily Daggett stepped out into the enclosure, mounted 

a blook, and peered over the high wall. He saw citizens scattering in 

terror and beyond them, Jarauta and his lancers coming at a full gallop. 

Yelling, as he put it, "like a peuither or a Comanche Indian," he leaped 

into the barracks to awaken the Texans and to seize his pistols. Be

fore he could buckle his pistol belt around him, guerrillas were at the 

door and he sprang to engage them. Blinded temporarily by the powder 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 443-444. 
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from a shot fired at his face by Jarauta«s lieutenant, Daggett fired 

rapidly at random, one shot striking Jarauta»s wrist and causing the 

partisan chieftain to drop his sword, a second shot boring through the 

guerrilla lieutenant's shoulder, and a third shot, as Jarauta turned 

to retire, catching the priest in the "beefsteak." Firing desperately, 

without hope of surviving, Daggett had determined to give the Jfexlcans 

^4 V* -53 a "coon fight." 

The thunder of the big Colts and the loud shouting had by this 

time brought Hays and his men to their feet, weapons in hands, and sev

eral Rangers joined Daggett in turning back the rush from the door. In 

a moment Jarauta assembled his men for another charge. Now Ford and 

Daggett and about a dozen other Rangers advanced into the plaza to meet 

the lancers. Disregarding the infantry fire from the tops of the houses 

around the plaza, the Ranger line broke the lancer charge. Daggett fired 

at a particularly active officer, with no apparent result. Ford then 

fired and the officer dropped. As Ford and Daggett argued over who had 

hit the enemy, the officer sprang to his feet and ran madly through a 

nearby doorway. Another ^bxican officer, reftuiing to be turned back, 

spurred into the Ranger line, where a shot from Major Chevaille pitched 

the guerrilla head foremost from his horse and into the wall of the 

quarto^. As the charge br<^e up. Rangers whom Hays had posted on the 

53 
E.M. Daggett, "Adventure with Guerrillas," Isaac George, Heroes 

and Incidents of the Mexican Wfar* containing Doniphan's Expedition. The 
Cause of the War with Mexico. A Description of the People and Customs 
at that Time. A Sketch of the Ufe of Doniphan. Together with Sketches 
and Porlfraits of the Heroes of that Struggle (Greensburg, Pa., 19Q3), 
pp. 211-212. Hereafter cited as Daggett, "Adventures." 
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roof of the barracks began to take their toll. Jarauta organized his 

forces for a third charge, but a long shot dropped him from his mount 

54 
and his men, abandoning the fight, bore their wounded leader away. 

Ford returned to the cuartel just in time to prevent a fight 

between two heated Ranger marksmen. A conspicuous enemy had been drop

ped by a long shot from the top of the barraeks and both men claimed the 

kill. One insisted he had shot the >fexioan in the breast. The other 

was as positive he had produced death with a shot through the head. "After 

the Rangers had driven the enemy from the town the dead man was examined; 

he had a ball in his head and another had penetrated his breast." 

Ford felt that had Jarauta dismounted his men and moved In cau

tiously on foot, the guerrillas could have annihilated the entire command. 

As it was, the adjutant credited Daggett and a few men with the preser-

55 

vation of the force. Daggett himself saw the six-shooter as instru

mental in the repulse of the guerrillast 

One thing that contributed to save our command in this affair 
was the holy awe and 8iq)erstition entertained by the untutored 
greaser in regard to the "revolver." They understood the term 
to mean a turning around and about — a ciroulator; and were led 
to believe the ball would revolve in all directions after its 
victim, run around trees and turn corners, jro into houses and 
climb stairs, and hunt up folks generally.^ 

Adjutant Ford estimated the enemy casualties at about twenty; the 

57 
nearest thing to a Ranger casualty was Daggett's powder-speckled face. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 444-446. 

55 jbi^., pp. U 5 - U 7 . 

56 Daggett, "Adventures," p. 213. 

57 Ford, "Msmoirs," III, p. 445; Oswandel, Notes* p. 457; Mexican 
WftT Cryr<ygpondence. p. 1067. 
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Ammunition, however, had been dangerously depleted, and its lack pre

vented Hays from riding to attack a group of about five hundred guer

rillas reported by his spies to be but a short distance away. Early 

in the afternoon, therefore, the command set out for the capital. For 

a short distance they took the officer captured by Chevaille, attribut

ing his incoherent ravings to drunkenness. But after a few hours on the 

read they found that the delirium resulted from a severe skull fracture 

and they deposited him at a nearby hacienda. At about ten o'clock that 

night they marched into Mexico City, where Hays made his report. Ford, 

so weak on that morning that he hardly could lift his saddle, was again 

overwhelmed by his recurring illness. He was Immediately put to bed in 

his quarters, under a doctor's care. Five days later, ^ e n Hays and 

Lane marched again. Adjutant Ford lay disconsolately staring at the 

58 
plastered celling of his room.*^ 

Four Ranger companies, two of the Third Dragoons, and one of the 

Tennessee Mounted Rifles, took the Puebla road on the morning of Jai>-

uary 18, under command of General Lane, "Old Critter Face" to his 

59 
men. Santa Anna, discredited in both political and military spheres 

but still unreconciled to a peace — and eonsequently still the center 

of resistance sentiment — was reported to be with his family at Tehur-

aean, some seventy miles southeast of Puebla. The report added that 

one hundred regular Mexican cavalry and an undetermined number of guer

rillas also lay at Tehuacan. It was, then, no small prize the Rangers 

sought as they rode out of Puebla in a chilling rain on the night of 

5^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 448, 460; Oswandel, Notes, p. 464< 

59 Ford, '^molrs," III, p. 484. 
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January 21. 

On the second night out of Puebla, Lane's column encountered a 

heavily-guarded coach. Since the owner bore a safe-guard issued by 

General Persifer Smith, Lane rejected Hays' advice to keep the party 

in custody and permitted it to pass on. At Tehuacan at four o'clock 

in the morning he encountered enemy hostility. Immediately Major Wil

liam H. Polk, brother of the United States President, was sent with 

the Tennessee Rifles and the Dragoons to surround the town while Lane 

and the Rangers eharged for the plaza. Santa Anna and his family, 

however, had been warned. His residence gave evidence of a hasty de

parture, and Lane later learned that a rider had reached Tehuacan with 

a warning two hours before the Americans arrived. Further investiga

tion revealed that the courier was of the party which Lane had examined 

on the read. 

On February 3 Lane' s raiders were back in Puebla, after a series 

of marches \^ich had taken them more than half way to the gulf coast 

and during \̂ iich they had received the capitulation of the populous 

towns of Tehuacan, Orizaba, and Cordoba, liberating at the latter six 

American prisoners. Word that the Rangers were out must have preceded 

the command, else it hardly would have been possible for only 350 men, 

unsupported by artillery, to have marched unopposed so far through 

territory into which United States troops had not hitherto penetrated. 

But some work still remained. Lane sent two Ranger companies 

toward Mexico City on February 5, as a wagon train guard, and with the 

rest moved northward on the same day toward Tlaxcala in search of a foe. 

On the afternoon of February 8, he fell in with a Mexican force under 

Colonel Manuel Falcon at San Juan Teotihuacan. After the town had been 
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seized, a store of small arms and lances had been destroyed, and the 

demoraliied enemy pursued some distance by Major Polk with two mounted 

companies. Lane rested his force and, the next day, marched back to 

Mexiee City. 

One incident had arisen which somewhat marred the satisfaction 

that Hays' men felt over the operation. On the march from Tehuacan to

ward the village of Acalcingo on February 24, three Rangers had been 

apprehended robbing a Mexican civilian mule train. Lane promptly put 

the three under arrest and, on his return to Puebla, saw that they were 

dishonorably discharged. Some of the sting of the disgrace was removed, 

however, \Aien Lane officially wrote that "In justice to the Texas Ran

gers, I take pleasure in stating that the three individuals specified 

were not Texans by birth or adoption, but joined the regiment upon this 

60 
line of operations of our army." 

Adjutant Ford was doubtless happy to see his comrades return. 

How he spent his convalescence, his memoirs do not indicate. If his 

strength permitted, he may have attended a performance of an American 

circus in the City of Mexico. In company with other American officers, 

he possibly visited the palace of Montezuma and the battlefields over 

which Scott's forces maneuvered during the canpaign against the city. 

Ill or otherwise, he probably joined in celebrating the treaty of peace 

signed on February 2 at the little village of Guadaloupe Hidalgo, about 

five miles north of the capital. The return of his fellow-officers to 

their mess at the Inn of the National Theatre permitted the adjutant 

^^ y.S. House Exec. Doc. No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., pp. 89-95. 

^^ Kenly, Memoir(^. p. 381. 
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to learn the details of their campaign. He joined them in facetious 

criticism of the astute bargaining ability exhibited by "Mike" Che

vaille. At Cordoba the major had made a sharp trade for an English

man's saddle. The latter appeared before General Lane, complaining, 

"General, Maj. Chevaille has been beating me." 

Solicitiously, Lane inquired, "did he beat you badly?" 

"Yes," said the Englishman, "quite badly." 

Solemnly, Lane advised him, "Keep a sharp look out or he will 

beat you again." 

How John Ford must have laughed when Ephrain Daggett, Captain 

Daggett now, paraded in his prize trophy of the Tehuacan raid, Santa 

63 
Anna's dress coat. The grament by &n actual test weighed fifteen 

pounds, due principally to the elaborate gold braid which almost covered 

it. The coat, made for Santa Anna's short, somewhat deformed torso, 

appeared ludicrous in attenqpting to contain the massive captain, whose 

bulk was more than sufficient for his more than six feet of height. 

When Hays and his Rangers assumed their San Angel quarters on 

64 

Februcoy 9, the United States had been at peace with Mexico for ex

actly a week. Nevertheless, there was to be further demand for their 

services. Not all of those who had been in the field against the Ameri

cans were willing to accept the provisional Mexican government's agree

ment to capitulate. Among those who refused to lay down their arms 

were two %^08e activities had been particularly obnoxious to Scott's 

^^Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 458. 

^^ MA'» P- 460. 

64 g.s. House Exec. Doe. No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., p. 94. 
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amy. General Mariano Parades, described as being "cut from the same 

65 
cloth as Santa Anna but of lesser talents," and the seemingly ubiq-

uitous guerrilla-priest. Padre Celedonio de Jarauta. These men and 

their followers continued their activities, depredating not only on 

American supply trains and small detachments but also on those of 

their fellow-citizens who were inclined to follow the decision of the 

provisional government. As they had served the cause of war, now the 

Rangers could serve the cause of peace. Accordingly, after a week's 

rest, the Rangers again looked to their saddles and guns. Behind Jack 

Hays and Joe Lane, with some of the Third Dragoons and Mounted Rifles 

as companeros. they rode northeastward on the night of February 17, 

67 
guided by the partisan spy company of a Colonel Dominguez. This time 

65 
^ Thomas Ewing Cotner, The Military and Political Career of Jose 

Joaquin Df Herrera. 1792-18^ii. University of Texas Institute of Latin-
American Studies, No. 7 (Austin, 1949), p. 98. Hereafter cited as 
Cotner, De Herrera. 

66 
Jarauta had been a priest in Aragon, but left Spain because of 

his implication in the guerrilla activities of Cabrera's Carlists. When 
the Mexican War began, he was attached to the cathedral at Vera Cruz, 
but either as a result of an altercation with his bishop or in answer 
to the Mexican government's call for partisan warriors, he left his call
ing to organize a guerrilla band of Europeans. His chief rival between 
Perote and the gulf was the ^fexican leader Zenobio. As a result of a 
battle between adherents of the two chieftains in the fall of 1847 (and 
it probably was this battle which prevented an ambush of the Rangers on 
their Antigua expedition), Jarauta made his surrender offer to Colonel 
Hughes. The offer rebuffed by General Patterson, Jarauta continued in 
the field after the treaty was signed, partieipating with General Parades 
in a revolt against the Mexiean provisional government. The revolt was 
suppressed in May, I848, and Jarauta was eaptiired by government forces. 
He was executed in June, before his wounds received at Zacualtlpan had 
healed, to the great indignation of many of the common people of Mexico. 
Jenkins, U.S. and Mexico, pp. 289, 301-302, 472-473; Smith, W ^ With 
Mexicpf p. 171; Cotner, De Herrera. p. 182; Daggett, "Adventiares," 
pp. 209-210; Diccion^lo Enciclopedico y.T.E.H.A. (10 vols.; Mexico, 
1951), VI, p. 527. 

67 
y.S* House Exec. Doc^ No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., p. 95. 



63 

Adjutant Ford rode in the van with his colonel and Major Chevaille. 

Lane left the Vera Cruz road a short way from the capital and 

led his column toward the village of Tulancingo, where, he had been 

told, he would find Parades, Jarauta, and Juan Almonte, a former ffexi-

can ambassador to the United States and, more recently, a privateer and 

then a general. After an all-night ride, he reached his destination, 

only to learn that Jarauta had departed some days earlier. General 

Parades was still there, but made his escape when Major Polk mistook 

68 

his brother for him. Jarauta had retired to Zacualtlpan, seventy-

five EBlles northward in the mountains. Lane rested his men and horses 

briefly at TUlaneingo and late in the afternoon of February 24 set out 

on a foirced march over the mountainous terrain toward the guerrilla 

stronghold. At daybreak on the next morning, the command reached the 

edge of the town and Lane launohed his charge. Hays and the Rangers 

69 
leading the way. 

As the charge swept into the town, a Mexican officer stepped 

from a doorway into the street. Lane's Mexican guide grasped the of

ficer's arm, held it across the posmiel of his saddle, and the command 

"went into the town on a run, the officer dangling like a wet blanket, 

70 
who directed us to Jarauta's headquarters . . . " As the column rushed 

forward, a blast of musketry from an unnoticed cuartel ripped over the 

Rangers. Hays promptly detaehed Truett and Ford with a squad of Ran

gers to deal with that distraction while the main body of the riders 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 462. 

^^ g.S. House Exec. D9C,g No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., p. 96. 

"̂ ^ Daggett, "Adventures," p. 209. 
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raced for the plasa. Truett's detachment forced open with their 

horses the heavy doors to the patio before the cuairtel and burst inside, 

only to come under a heavy fire from between fifty and sixty Mbxican 

regulars, part of a government force under a Colonel Montana who had 

remained faithful to Parades. The fire cams from a two-story structure, 

protected across the front by a high stockade. A lower wall of stone 

ran across the courtyard parallel to the stookade, and behind this 

TVuett and his band took cover. The accuracy of the Texan fire soon 

caused the Mexicans to seek a way of escape, and some began to disappear 

through an opening at the end of the stoekade. Ford was the first to 

discover the enemy movement. He and Private Jacob Horn climbed on the 

stone wall, ran down it through a raging fire from the enemy only thirty 

yards distant, and stationed themselves above the gap. Under a blister

ing fire from the Mexican escopetas. at this point only twenty yards 

away, the two turned back a large party of the enemy attempting to evac

uate the cuartel. 

Haixily had they forced the infantrymen to give ground when Horn 

fell with a dangerous chest wound. Ford paused long enough to assure 

his coB^anion that the wound was not necessarily fatal and then returned 

to the work at hand. Alone he stood up to the concentrated musket fire 

and %d.tl each guttural report of his heavy Colts a sharpshooter drop

ped on the long gallery across the cuartel or sought safety in the 

recesses of the building. Attracted by the firing "Mike" Chevaille, 

Lieutenant Dan Grady, Jem Carr, and another Ranger came hurrying to 

take a hand. Truett about this time departed for the plaza in response 

'^ y^S" House Exec. D09. No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., pp. 102-
103; Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 465-466. 
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to a message that a heavy lancer attack threatened Hays' command, and, 

72 
as he left. Private G.M. ("Old Fraazler") Swope came sprinting with 

a handful of comrades. Ford, now in command of this hastily assembled 

contingent, forced a gate which permitted his men to open fire on the 

enemy's right and rear. Their retreat cut off by a burning wooden 

structure attached to the left of the stone building, the Mexican troops 

hung out a white flag. Major Truett, rettrrnlng from his unnecessary 

journey to the plaza, found nothing left to do but to take charge of 

the prisoners. There were some twenty of these, including their com

manding officer. Colonel Montana, brought to the point of death by a 

73 
bullet from Ford's pistol. 

Mexican losses in this skirmish showed eleven dead and one near 

death, at least four of which could be attributed to Adjutant Ford's 

guns, eleven more wounded, and an additional ten unwounded prisoners. 

Horn, who was to die in the Pachuca hospital on the return march, was 

the only serious Texan casualty. "Pete" Gass had been slightly wounded 

74 
and Major Chevaille had been bruised by a spent ball. The remaining 

Rangers, esdiausted but unscathed, began to seek out their own companies. 

Ford, "Memoirs," H I , pp. 463-464. Ford defined the term "fraz-
zler" as the equivalent of the word "bummer^" applied during the Civil 
War to those expert in the art of foraging. On the ride from Tulancingo, 
when the command had stopped at a hacienda, someone (and judging by 
Ford's usual style of writing in the "Memoirs" one suspects it may have 
been he) discovered a large cask of wine. Swope was called in to idenr-
tify it and pronounce a verdict. To the satisfaction of all concerned, 
the proprietor excepted, Swope disclosed that it was excellent Madiera* 
The cask was not quite empty when the Rangers resumed the march. 

73 
U.S. House Exec. Doc^ No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., pp. 102-103; 

Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 4o5-466. 

^^ U.S. House Exec. Doc^ No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., p. 103. 
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exoept for a few ordered by Ford to extinguish the fire roaring in the 

nearby wooden building. 

Meanwhile, Hays and Lane had driven into the heart of the city 

and had encountered in the streets and cuartelff a strong force of Lan

cers and a small Infantry detachment. Here the attackers divided. Hays 

and his command waging a running battle after the enemy for over a mile 

outside the city. Learning from a prisoner that Jarauta's headquarters 

were in a church on the plaza, the Texans turned about to attempt his 

capture. As Hays reached the plaza, a messenger informed him that Lane 

was in danger of being ridden down by a superior force. Hays immediate

ly sent Captain Daggett and his company to Lane's aid until he could 

bring up the rest. The fight turned into a house-to-house oonflict at 

point-blank range. After some thirty of the enemy had fallen the remain-

75 
der made their escape through the rear of a disputed euartel. 

Jarauta again made his escape, this time in his night-shirt, so 

76 
Daggett was told. His force, however, had been shattered irretrlev-

77 

ably, and his ehief lieutenant. Padre Martinez, lay dead. With noth

ing further to do. Hays and his staff established a regimental head

quarters across the street from the scene of Ford's fight and went out 

to view the city under more favorable circumstances, leaving their 

unsaddled horses in the headquarters building. Ford, who had remained 

with the mounts, suddenly learned that fire had spread to the building 

adjoining headquarters, and that the roof over him was beginning to 

^̂ 5 ̂ ,s. House Exec. Doc. No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., pp. 98-100. 

' Daggett, "Adventures," p. 209. 

77 U.S. House Exec. Doe. No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., p. 97. 
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blaze. Eight horses had to be saddled and led out, and he was almost 

exhausted from the recent skirmish. Working frantically, he saddled 

six before aid came. Then, so weak that he barely succeeded in mount-

78 
ing his own horse, he rode out with the flaming roof falling about him. 

In reporting the effect of his raid. Lane set the number of Mex

ican dead at 150, slightly higher than the figure estimated later by a 

79 
citizen of Zacualtlpan. One Ranger arrived at a totally different 

conclusion. "A wag used his pencil, and went from plaee to plaee, he 

put the beys on the stand, took an account of the number eaoh man had 

killed, and reported that eighteen hundred Mexicans had ceased to feast 

80 
onl£a:til]^." 

Lane's men departed Zacualtlpan on the morning of February 26 

and retraced pcurt of their route toward the City of Mexico. At a haci

enda where they had camped on the outward maroh, the Rangers stopped 

again and applied their aptitude for foraging. As Ranger 6111 Hicklin 

and the proprietor vociferously disputed possession of a hen, another 

Texan hurled a stone at a fleeing pig. The rock ricocheted and bounced 

\xp to strike General Lane severely on the ehin. "He used ugly expres

sions, and actually avowed his willingness to see the landlord, the 

hens, and the pigs, settled where the thermometer never reached zero. 

81 
He stopped the foraging." The halt at the hacienda was short, to the 

"^ Ford, "Memoirs," H I , p. 483. 

"^ U.S. Hyuse Exec. Doc. No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., p. 97. A 
resident of Zacualtlpan later placed the dead at 126. Ford, "Memoirs," 
III, p. 483. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 483. 

81 Ibid.* p. 484-485. 
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great relief of the inhabitants, and the march was resumed through the 

rich silver mining district of Real del Monte, on past Pachuca, and 

82 
down to the capital, where the troops arrived on the night of Mairch 1. 

On the next morning the Rangers, laden with trophies and booty, rode on 

83 

out to their San Angel camp. Three days later the American and Mexi

can military commanders officially ratified an armistice, %rtiich meant 

that any further operations the Rangers might conduet would be against 

those chieftains now considered outlaws by both governments. 

Early in March Hays received orders to move his regiment out on 

the road to Vera Cruz to perform police action against the depredating 

bands, thus permitting General Scott to obtain maximum benefit from the 

Ranger services before they should be mustered out at Vera Cruz on the 

Op 

"^ U.S. House Exec. pQCy No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sees., p. 98; Ford, 
">femoirs," III, p. 485. 

" Oswandel, Notes* p. 509. Corporal Oswandel watched when "At 
noon Col. Hays Rangers came out from "Uie city to their quarters; each 
one carried a !4exican lance as a prize of the late fight with Jarauta. 
Some of them made out well, having large rolls of linen and blaek velvet." 
The entry in Oswandel's diary is dated Thursday, March 2, 1848. Albert 
G. Brackett, Hieterv of the United States Cavalry. From the Formation of 
the Federal Government to the 1st of Jtine* 1863. To which is added a 
List of all of t ^ Cayalrv Regiments, with the Names of the Commanders, 
vfclch Have Been in the United States Service Since the Breaking out of 
the Rebellion (New York, 1865), pp. 91-92. Hereafter cited as Brackett, 
U.S. Cavalrv. Brackett was a subaltern in Lane's brigade. Of the Mexi
can partisans, he says, "The costumes of these guerrillas was picturesque. 
. . . The men wore large, broad-rimmed hats. . . . Their jackets were 
made of leather, velvet, or cloth, and generally eoibroidered most elab
orately by some fair senorita. Their trowsers /ale/ were slit-open at 
the sides, irtiich were buttoned up by long rows of silver or even gold 
buttons, and sometimes little bells. They had also tiny bells on their 
hats and on their immense spurs. Their weapons were a sword, carried 
under the left leg, whereby it was prevented from dangling about; a 
pistol or two; an escopet, or short musket, not generally very available; 
and their lasso, which they could throw with amazing dexterity and ef
fect." Smith, War with MBxic9. II, p. 171, describes Jarauta as being 
similarly attired. 
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expiration of their twslve-months' enlistment. Minor skirmishes enliv

ened the patrol activity, and at the village of San Carlos, connoisseurs 

of revolver artistry were given a masterful exhibition by Sergeant Nfcijor 

William Hewitt, Brush's successor. Hewitt took a stand and, with his 

big Colt, struck down three guerrillas skulking at the edge of the ham

let. When the guerrillas had been driven off, Ford and others measured 

the distance of Hewitt's shots and found it to be more than 120 yards. 

Ford, equally proficient, hailed the feat as superlative shooting. 

Patrols rode out at every rumor of guerrilla concentrations. Upon 

the receipt of one such report. Hays dispatched Adjutant Ford with two 

native guides Bjod twelve Rangers to San Juan de Los Llanos, about six

teen miles from Tepejahuilco. At dusk the party arrived at the roped-

off plaza of the town, where some four thousand people were gathered for 

a religious fiesta. Ford's demands for quarters and rations for his men 

were grudgingly honored until the eivic officers were informed that the 

detachment was a part of Hays' command. The immediate result of the 

information was a dinner invitation, tendered by the prefect of police. 

Following a bold course. Ford aeeepted, and after arranging for defense 

of the stone building in which the patrol was q\iartered, at nine o'clock 

that night he with Interpreter "Pete" Gass and Miguel, one of the guides, 

arrived at the host's residence, all heavily armed. Fear of possible 

treachery prevented Ford's full appreelation of the handsomely served 

sixteen-eourse dinner, and the adjutant returned to his men in time to 

quell an Ineipient panic. The entire party spent a sleepless night and 

rode back to the regiment on the following morning to find Hays keenly 

concerned over their prolonged absence. Ignorant of the fact that the 
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patrol had covered almost three times the distance he had estimated. ^ 

Scouting the country in thorough, deliberate fashion the Ran

gers moved down the Jalapa road and late in March went into camp about 

two miles outside the city. Their encashment at that point was inci

dent to an occurrence which almost assumed clinactic proportions, and 

one which fell short of reaping catastrophic consequences only through 

the strenuous efforts of Ford and Major Alfred Truett. The Napoleon 

of the West, Santa Anna, realizing that his star of destiny had waned 

almost to the point of invisibility, had requested and received permis

sion to leave Mexico and was traveling with his entourage toward the 

coast. Colonel Hughes, commanding the Jalapa garrison, invited Santa 

Anna's party to dinner at the hacienda of General Jose Duran, six miles 

above the city, and the ill-starred chieftain accepted. The Ranger camp 

soon buzzed with the rimier that the route of Texas' most despised enemy 

would lie p«u>t the Ranger bivouac. 

On the morning of March 28, Colonel Hughes' party met Santa Anna 

and his faaiily and escorted them to the Duran residenee. Hays, who had 

arrived in Texas too late for the San Jacinto campaign, had never seen 

the Mexican dictator and took the opportunity to do so, riding out with 

several other Ranger officers. Ford and T^ett also left camp, but took 

their way into Jalapa to witness the speetaeular, sentimental demonstra

tion the citizens were preparing in honor of their fallen hero. The 

two officers had been but a short time in the city when two Rangers 

came hurriedly with word that most of the regiment, anxious for revenge, 

were determined to kill Santa Anna as he passed the Texan camp. The 

84 Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 487-490, 
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major and the adjutant spurred in haste to frustrate the design. 

I^on their arrival at camp. Ford and Truett found the men in 

what the former described as the "white heat" of anger. Knowing their 

men, the officers made no threats of punishment against out-of-hand 

action; instead, their appeals were made toward the honorable senti

ments of the Rangers. Skilfully opposing argument with counter-argu

ment, the two pointed out that Santa Anna was traveling under a safe

guard issued by the United States cemmander-in-ehief, and that to 

violate its guarantee would degrade their conduct to the level of 

that of their erstwhile enemy. Not only would the participants be 

considered no more than mere murderers, but such a deed perpetrated by 

Texans would cast a blemish on the honor of their native state. Once 

that point had been made, there came the prompt answer, "Then we will 

not do it." Ford also refused the request of the Rangers to speak with 

Santa Anna, fearing that conversation might rekindle the wrath of the 

Texans. He did, however, assure the men that they might line up along 

85 
the road and have a close look at their old enemy. 

Meaniriiile, Colonel Hughes began to grow uneasy as the dinner 

seemed to prolong itself unduly. Since he was responsible for Santa 

Anna's safe passage through his district, he wished to get the party 

on its way without any appearance of hurrying his guests. Hearing that 

Colonel Hays was at the hacienda, Hughes sent for him and led him to 

where the Mexiean general sat placidly puffing at his cigar. When he 

presented Hays to Santa Anna, a deathly silence fell over the group at 

the sound of the Ranger's name. Hays bowed in his usual modest manner 

85 Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 491-493 
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and retired to the rear of the throng. His appearance served Colonel 

Hughes' purpose. Members of Santa Anna's party quickly signified their 

desire to continue their journey. At that moment the United States of

ficers learned of the uproar at the Ranger camp. Without delay the 

Mexican military escort formed, Santa Anna and his wife and daughter 

entered their carriage, and Major Kenly, Hughes' second-in-command, 

placed himself in advance of the short procession. At a rapid trot 

the escorted vehicle rumbled down the Jalapa road toward the Texan en

campment. In less than an hour the group reached the Ranger area and 

passed between what appeared to Major Kenly to be two ranks of grim 

statuary. 

Adjutant Ford, keenly watching everywhere for possible indica

tions of trouble, was iiqpressed by the silence of the scene: 

The "ununiformed" representatives of Texas stood motionless, 
and silent - not even a whisper disturbed the air. They had made 
up their minds to let the president-general, who prosecuted a war 
of extermination, of rapine and plunder, upon them in by-gone days 
- who had reaped the benefits of a leniency and a mercy he did not 
merit by his antecedent actions and exan^les, again trust to the 
magnanimity of Texians and go his way unharmed. 

The carriage passed on - the Mexiean guard of honor marched 
by in good order. There were no salutations, no ungraceful re
marks, indulged in between the soldiery of the belligerent repub
lics. The mute tokens of respect glanced from eye to eye. It is 
probable that those composing the Mexiean column felt relief after 
having played a prominent part in that review. The Texians broke 
ranks, and returned to eanp. Not a murmur of disappointed feel
ing at the failure to wnak a bloody revenge was uttered; not an un
seemly bravado was heard. . . . 

So again passed Santa Anna from the scene. His party halted for 

^^ Kenly, >femoirs. pp. 392-397. 

S7 Ford, "^femoirs," III, p. 494; Kenly, Memoirs, p. 397. 



73 

the night at his hacienda of Enoerre, some fourteen miles below Jalapa 

on the Vera Crui road, and then took up the journey for Antigua. At 

that port, on April 4, he boarded a Spanish vessel reportedly bound 

for Venezuela and sailed into voluntary exile. As Ford remembered it 

later, it was a Ranger company that provided a protective escort for 

88 
the party to Antigua. 

Hays and part of the command rode on toward Vera Cruz, leaving 

at Jalapa a number of Rangers to preserve order in the district. Word 

of Hays' departure apparently circulated among the bandits, for two 

days after Santa Anna's passage the Texans at Jalapa had an opportunity 

to dispel some of the frustration engendered by Santa Anna's escape. 

On March 30 a bandit gang waylaid and plundered a Msxican merchandise 

train at Paso del Bobo, not far from the city. Colonel Hughes called 

on the combative, tireless Daggett to pursue. Daggett and a platoon of 

Texans trailed the depredators and caught them at the village of Des-

plobade. Ihe fight was brief. Of the fourteen raiders, one escaped; 

the rest were captured and shot. The swift retaliation had a marked 

89 
effect on marauding in the Jalapa vieinlty. 

Hays arrived back at a m y headquarters in Mexico City on the 
90 

evening of April 19 and shortly afterward received orders to march 

the regiment to Vera Cruz for mustering out. Riding as an escort for 

an a m y wagon train, the Rangers again marched down the winding road 

toward the gulf coast and on April 29 once more pitched their tents 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 494. 

^ Jenkins, U.S. and Mexico, p. 497. 

90 Oswandel, Notes* p. 533. 
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91 
on the sandy flat at Vergara. Early in May the command, except for 

92 
Hays and Ford, who were to join the frontier battalion in T^xas, was 

mustered out of service by United States officers and, according to the 

93 
usual proeedirre, received their back pay. Ford and his colonel, in 

company with Daggett, T^ruett, and other diseharged comrades, boarded a 

94 

Tsxae-bound vessel and a few days later disembarked at Port LaVaca, 

where jubilent citizens organized a ball in honor of their renowned com

patriots. 

Just \&ij Ford suddenly decided to leave the Rangers, his memoirs 

do not reveal. Nevertheless, he so determined. He proceeded to a Ran

ger post at Enchanted Rock, northwest of Austin on the Gillespie-Llano 

County line, where he was mustered out of the United States volunteer 
95 

serviee on May 14, I848. He may have learned that Hays had decided 
96 

to resign his command, and perhaps did not wish to serve under anr-

other commander. At any rate, mid-May found the former adjutant facing 

toward his lonely Austin home. 

97 
The Jdhn S. Ford ^ o , on "Old Higgins," rode down Congress 

91 
^ Greer, Hays, p. 212. 
92 Ford, ">femoirs," III, p. 499. 

9^ The Rangers were paid at regular cavalry rates, |8.50 per 
month, since mounted volunteers received a dollar more than Oswandel 
and his fellow volunteer Infantrymen reeeived as privates. Oswandel 
Notes, p. 172* 

9^ Greer, Have* p. 213; Ford "Memoirs," III, p* 395. 

^5 Records Group No. 94, National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

^ Greer, Hays* p. 215. 

9"̂  Ford, "Memoirs," H I , p. 499. Ford must have purchased the 
horse from the United States Array Quartermaster Department, for he was 
to ride him for several years to come. 
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Avenue in May of 1848 was in certain respects a different individual 

from the physioian-politician-editor \flio had taken the San Antonio road 

the previous spring. He was now a proven soldier-Ranger. Had there 

been any doubt as to his courage and capacity for good judgment, Hays 

never would have appointed him to the adjutant's post. Hays' judgment 

had been sound, for in the San Juan and Zacualtlpan fights. Ford had 

demonstrated his courage among men who regarded that virtue as common

place. He also had been the object of laudatory official comment. 

Truett had praised Ford highly to Hays, after Zacualtlpan, and Hays 

had reiterated that praise in his report to Lane. The latter commander 

had mentioned Ford in his own report to General Walter 0. Butler, who 

had replaced Scott as commander-in-chief, and all three reports had 

98 

reached the Adjutant General in Washington. Major Kenly wrote ap

provingly of the quickness and skill with %diich the Ranger officers 

had quieted the tumult at their can^ on the day of Santa Anna's pas-

99 
sflLge. Ford had displayed a flair for combat leadership, to the 

extent that he had opened for himself the portal to a long career of 

armed service to Texas. 

The restlessness brought on by his domestic misfortune still 

100 
stirred him, so much so that it drew an admonition from his father. 

Although Ford attempted to adjust himself to a relatively passive 

urban routine, he kept himself alert for the chance to participate 

in any adventure which might arise. Before the year expired, a keen-

No. 1, 30th Cong., 2d sess., p. 95. 

99 Kenly, Memoir?, p. 397. 

100 Ford, "ffemoirs," III, pp. 395-396. 

file:///flio
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eyed Californian would forge the first link in the chain of circum

stances which was to call Ford from the editor's cubicle to the vast, 

dangerous reaches of the West Texas frontier. 



CHAPTER III 

BLAZING THE FORD-NEIGHBORS TRAIL 

Less than a year from the time he surrendered his Ranger commis

sion, John S. Ford was again in the saddle. In the spring of 18^9, his 

fellow citizens summoned him for another public duty fully as hazardous 

as had been his Mexican War service: to lay out a practicable road 

across the Indian-infested, unexplored desert to El Paso, To them the 

need was urgent. 

By the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed on Febriiary 2, 18i^, 

Mexico had ceded her New Mexico and California provinces to the United 

States. Before the end of the month, James Wilson Marshall, an employ

ee of entrepeneur John A. Sutter, discovered gold on the South Fork of 

the American River in the Sacramento Valley of northern California. As 

soon as the news leaked out, there was a mad rush to the California gold 

fields. The California population jumped from 20,000 in December, I8i^, 

to an estimated 100,000 one year later. 

On the eastern edge of the Great Plains, citizen groups anxious 

for commercial advantage had begiin investigating the possibilities of 

wagon roads west from their respective communities. Interest in Texas 

was heightened by an item in the Houston Democratic Telegraph and Texas 

Register on February 15, l8iC9, which estimated that more than 5,000 

2 

people from east of the Sabine would pass through Texas in I8ii9. No

where in the state were citizens more Interested than in Austin, where 

^ Hubert Howe Bancroft, The History of California (7 vols.; San 
Francisco, 1888), VI, pp. 27-34. 

Democratic Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), February 15, 

1849. 
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enthusiasm for the establishment of an Austin-El Paso road had been 

kindled by Dr. Joseph K. Barnes,^ S.D. Mullowney, and other civic-

minded men. That Dr. John S. Ford was an interested and able party is 

best demonstrated by the fact that it was to him the Austin citizens 

turned to bring their plans to fniition* 

Fortunately, Hays' ex-adjutant was available and willing. The 

former Ranger, on his return to the capital, had picked up the editor

ial reins of the Texas Democrat from the uncertain grasp of his "prac

tical printer" partner, Michael Cronican. For the former scout officer, 

the restraint of editorial duties lay heavy, after the vigorous activity 

of the Mexican campaign, and he welcomed an opportunity to escape from 

their routine. He had organized a small Ranger company for the purpose 

of intercepting the Indian raiding parties that had been using the Colo

rado River Valley as a highway for depredations upon settlers south and 

west of Austin. On one occasion. Ford's company of about twenty men, 

reinforced by several Rangers from the company of Captain Henry E. 

McCulloch, moved out on the trail of a returning party of Tonkawa ma

rauders. After following the track for two days and camping in a heavy 

rain during the second night out, the expedition returned with nothing 

but hard riding to show for its efforts. Ford later learned that dur

ing the rain he had been camped near the Tonkawas, who, when they had 

seen the fires over which the Rangers were boiling coffee, hurriedly 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 503. 

^ Ibid*, p. 529; Frank Brown, "Annals of Travis County and the 
City of Austin (From the Earliest Times to the Close of 1875)," (un
published MS, Barker Center, U.T.), Ch. XIII, p. 42. Hereafter cited 
as Brown, "Annals*" Pagination follows typescript in Texas State Li
brary, Archives Division* 
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decamped* 

This fruitless pursuit probably took place soon after Ford and 

Cronican disposed of the Texas Democrat. The partners sold their pub

lication early in January, 1849, to William H. Cushney, one of the two 

men who previously had published the newspaper at Washington on the 

Brazos under the name of the National Register. The press possibly 

was experiencing financial difficulties. The public printing contract 

7 
awarded by the legislature in April, 18iC6, had expired, and the poor 

postal service, of which Ford made editorial complaint in almost every 

issue, had caused a steady decrease in the number of Democrat sub

scribers. The interruption in his journalistic career left Ford avail

able for public service. Eager in spirit, restless in nature, and an 

advocate of direct action. Ford was ever at the fore in any movement 

he deemed good for his community and state. 

Austin citizens, anxious to benefit by the California situation, 

held a public meeting at the capitol on the night of February 20, 18^9, 

to consider ways and means of achieving their aims. After some dis

cussion, the group named a committee, including Ford, to prepare a re

port showing the advantages of a direct, practicable overland route to 

California by way of El Paso, a route with relatively little difficult 

terrain and with water available at comparatively frequent intervals. 

Ford and Mullowney, designated as a sub-committee, prepared the report 

Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 528. 

Brown, "Annals," Ch. XI, p. 44. 

'̂  Texas Democrat (Austin), April 15, I8i;6. 
g 

This is particularly true of the Issues of I846 and I848. 
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and submitted it two nights later. Much of their material was drawn 

from a published report of Colonel Jack Hays, who had left San Antonio 

the previous fall to determine the best route for a San Antonio-El Paso 

railroad. Misled by an inept guide, Hays' party had become lost in the 

Big Bend region, finally emerging at Ben Leaton's residence-fort on the 

Rio Grande just outside present-day Presidio. Hays' report, made pub

lic on his return to San Antonio in December, left a number of questions 

unanswered, but it contained a distinct note of encouragement for the 

Austin planners. Crossing the Pecos River was the only difficult ob

stacle to wagon travel that he specified. 

While Austin citizens were discussing the Ford-Mullowney report, 

a more practical proposal was under consideration in San Antonio. Maj

or Robert S. Neighbors, Supervising Agent for the Texas Indians, had 

foreseen the value of an El Paso wagon road for both civilian and mili

tary use. He had been in San Antonio during February, conferring with 

the commander of the Military Department of Texas, General William 

Jenkins Worth, concerning the feasibility of making a personal recon

naissance of the area to be spanned. With Worth's sanction secured, 

Neighbors set out for North Texas to obtain Indian guides, halting in 

Austin on his way. While he was in the city. Ford, at the urging of 

the citizens' group, secured the agent's permission to join him in the 

project. The big, tireless major was glad to have the compaiiy of the 

Texas Democrat (Austin), February 24, 1849. 

Democratic Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), December 
28, 1848. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 503. 
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courageous, equally indefatigable ex-adjutant, whose medical. Ranger, 

and surveying experience might be useful. 

Neighbors planned to begin the journey on or about March 2, 

departing from the trading house operated by the Bernard and Torrey 

brothers on Bosque River near its junction with the Brazos, at a spot 

now part of a Waco suburb. Late in February, Ford threw his saddle on 

"Old Higgins" and rode northeast from the capital, accompanied by a 

young friend, Thomas C. Woolridge. Later Woolridge led "Old Higgin?" 

baok to Austin, since Neighbors had decided to mount his party on 

mules. The two men crossed the San Gabriel River, bore eastwardly to 

the crossing of Little River, and, from that point, after a long day's 

ride, came to the house of John Harry, a Delaware Indian, on the Bos

que, Guided through the night by the accommodating Delaware, the 

travelers at daylight climbed stiffly from their saddles at the door 

12 
of the trading house. 

Neighbors had persuaded his Comanche charges to provide guides 

for the party, but the Indians were tardy. While the agent impatient

ly reInspected his supplies and went over his preparations, Ford passed 

the time several miles down the Brazos at the home of Captain Shapley 

P. Ross, where he met the other two frontiersmen who were to make the 

journey. They were young D.C. ("Doc") Sullivan and Alpheus D. Neal, 

inseparable companions of nearly the same age. Sullivan had served 

with Ross* company on the frontier during the Mexican War, and while 

yet a boy had been a Mier prisoner. Mrs. Ross, who had known the two 

since they were lads, described them to Ford in terms which later cir-

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 503-506* 
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oumstances verified. The chunky Sullivan never missed an opportunity 

for a praotical joke; "Doc" was "insensible to the feeling of fear; 

brave to a fault — a kind and accommodating friend, and a bitter and 

dangerous enemy." 

When the Comanches, led by Chief Owl, finally arrived, Neigh

bors hastily completed final arrangements and on March 23 set out from 

the trading house on his history-making trek across West Texas.^ In 

addition to the white men and the Comanches, the party included Dela-

wares John Harry and Interpreter Jim Shaw; two Shawnees, Joe Ellis and 

Tom Cooshatee; and Choctaw Patrick Goin. To transact agency business 

en route, Neighbors detoured northward to the Comanche camps on the 

headwaters of the Leon River. While the party rode north, Ford expe

rienced the first of a series of diverting incidents which were to oc

cur during the excursion. About an hour before sunrise on the third 

day of the journey the party was awakened rudely by Buffalo Hump's ren

dition of a medicine song. "It stirred up recollections of boyhood — 

the calling of hogs — the plaintive notes of a solitary bull frog — 

the bellowing of a small bull, and all that sort of noises. Anon the 

awful melody of the sonorous gong was reproduced; . • •" 

The travelers reached Owl's camp on the next day, at which point 

Owl had agreed to provide Neighbors with a guide for the remainder of 

the trip. The Texans created a sensation among the camp population, 

since many squaws and children had never seen a white person. One fre-

^•^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 504-506. 

^ "Report of Dr. John S. Ford — upon the practicability of a 
Route from Austin to El Paso del Norte," Texas Democrat (Austin), June 
23, 1849. Hereafter cited as "Report of Dr. Ford." 
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quent, curious visitor to Neighbors' bivouac was a withered squaw said 

by the Comanches to have seen more than a hundred winters. In Owl's 

camp, after lengthy parleying, the agent finally secured the services 

of Buffalo Hump, the celebrated Comanche war chief, as his guide. 

Neighbors had to make payjient in advance, a condition which proved to 

be costly* 

John Ford, who wore high boots reaching to his knees, shortly 

won the admiration of the Comanches. Knowing that a rattlesnake al

ways formed a coil when suddenly disturbed, Ford astounded the Indians 

by leaping atop a rattler and springing off before it could strike. 

As the Indian horde and the expedition moved through the Cross Timbers, 

the Indian advance patrol came upon a large diamond-back rattlesnake 

and waited for the "snakeman" to come up* Ford gazed at the ten-foot 

coil of brilliant serpent, its head swaying about three feet above the 

ground and its rattles vibrating. He listened respectfully to the 

Delaware guide's hurried warning that the snake could strike at a dis

tance slightly in excess of its own length. To the disappointment of 

the Comanches, Ford urged his mule away, and from that time forward he 

refrained from jumping on any snake, "even a garter snake. ..." 

Owl's band turned aside in the Cross Timbers, and Neighbors' 

men rode forward with Buffalo Hump's people. Before they travelled 

far. Ford was astonished to see a squaw gallop past, her husband rapid

ly pursuing her and belaboring her with a ramrod when he could ride 

within reach. Neal offered the explanation. Sullivan had gratified 

the curiosity of the squaws about the white man by "giving a lecture," 

and the fleeing squaw had been one of the audience. A wife of Buffalo 

Huarp also had witnessed Sullivan's performance, and a thoroughly 
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frightened Jim Shaw appeared in Neighbors' camp shortly after dark, 

fully expecting the enraged chief to assault the exploring party be

fore morning. Ford, Neighbors, and their Indian followers spent an 

alert, wakeful night while the roundly berated Sullivan slept soundly. 

In the morning, Buffalo Hump sent his main band westward and resumed 

the southward march with only one wife and her children as his en

tourage. In a few days the group reached the Colorado River about 

140 miles above Austin, as Ford supposed, and turned up the stream. 

On April 2, they struck the mouth of Spring Creek and found encamped 

there the bands of Shanaco, Yellow Wolf, and Buffalo Hump, a throng 

estimated by Ford to number about ten thousand. 

By this time Sullivan had gained a reputation for Insanity 

among the Comanches, who regarded his strange conduct as the work of 

an evil, but not dangerous, spirit. "He took full advantage of the 

supposition, and was seldom out of devilment. He stuck pins into 

warriors, and made them cut capers very unusual for braves to perform." 

For the benefit of the encampment, "Doc" gave performances the Indians 

could appreciate. He imitated the movements of a buzzard near a car

cass, went through the antics of a lizard by scuttling on all fours 

behind a log and peeping ludicrously over it at his convulsed audi

ence, and, in a lisping voice, rendered a song containing the chorus 

"Miss Julia is very peculiar." While his entranced audience under

stood not one word of English, they applauded and laughed so immoder

ately that one uninhibited young brave was borne to his lodge by 

friends who feared he had made himself ill. 

Neighbors' group was delayed at the Spring Creek encampment for 

at least a week in an effort to procure another guide when Buffalo Hump 
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decided against going further. Still incensed at Sullivan, and not 

wishing to make the trip, the chief readily acquiesced to the protests 

of his friends that his life would not be safe among the revenge-seek

ing Mexicans of the El Paso area. He retained, however, the articles 

he had received as payment for the entire trip. With the able assist

ance of Jim Shaw, the agent finally was able to persuade a Comanche 

warrior, whose name Ford variously gave as Guadalupe and Tall Tree, to 

lead the party westward. On April 15, Guadalupe, his sister and her 

female companion, led the group across to Brady's Creek and west to-

15 
ward its headwaters. 

Two incidents, one serious, the other both irritating and amus

ing occurred along the Brady's Creek route* Alpheus Neal, while hunt

ing, got lost and failed to rejoin the party. After returning to San 

Antonio, Ford learned that Neal, after wandering aimlessly for several 

days, had been found by a Comanche band, with whom he remained until he 

could reach the settlements. Neighbors' people lost one night's sleep 

during this phase of the journey when they camped near the bivouac of 

a Mexico-bound war party, whose members sang and danced most of the 

night* 

Leaving the head of Brady's Creek, Neighbors' party struck west 

for the Main Concho. The way led gradually higher, across open land 

cut by small streams angling northward to the Concho. A long ride 

brought the party to Kickapoo Creek, whence the wayfarers passed 

quickly by Potato Springs and climbed to a low pass in the hills* 

Emerging from the gap, the group continued westward briefly to a stream 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 506-512; "Report of Dr. Ford." 
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called by the leaders Antelope Creek, and crossed from it to the Boil

ing Fork (South Fork) of the Main Concho. Tramping onward through the 

tall prairie grass, the mules left behind them in rapid succession Dove 

Creek, Good Spring Creek, and Llpan Camp Creek, and came in time to the 

elevated twin landmarks known as the Green Mounds, not far from the 

Concho. A ride of about two hours brought the explorers to the river. 

From a camp at this point. Major Neighbors' party made a long upstream 

march through a pleasant, late April day, passing the mouths of North 

Fork and Kiowa Creek, finally leaving the head of the Concho to cross 

to the Mustang waterholes, where Neighbors halted to pitch his camp 

in the gathering gloom. 

Here occiarred an incident which well could have left the party 

on foot. A herd of mustangs alarmed Neighbors' mules at sunrise and 

nearly all of the mounts vanished over the horizon, followed by the 

pointed imprecations of the travelers. Some of the Indians scrambled 

onto the steeds which had been unable to escape and set out after the 

recalcitrants. As the hours passed, most of the wrath focused on 

Ford's mount, Tantrybogus. An irritating beast at best, despite his 

hobbles and his notorious laziness he was credited with having led the 

stampede. When the Indians returned at noon, herding the runaways be

fore them, Tantrybogus "had not a single friend in camp*" 

Having recovered their stock, the party set out for the Pecos 

River, croseing a sterile plain sparingly dotted with mesquite and an 

occasional clump of hackberry growth. From Mustang waterholes to Flat 

Rock waterholes was only a few hours' ride, but to the next supply at 

Wild China waterholes was the better part of a day's travel. Past the 

Flat Rock waterholes a wet norther unexpectedly struck the party, but 



87 

Neighbors led his group stiimbling numbly onward through the snow and 

sleet. Sullivan, whose coat was rolled up in the blankets, suffered 

intensely but bore the cold bravely, not wishing to open the pack and 

expose the blankets to moisture. At last the wayfarers reached a 

thicket of stunted haekberrles. Here was material for a fire, about 

which they huddled, cold, wet, and cheerless, and further distressed 

by the knowledge that their supplies were almost exhausted. 

From the Wild China waterholes the men could see the Castle 

Mountains some distance to the west. They were now, so Guadalupe in

formed them, on the great Comanche war trail which stretched from the 

Wichita Mountains in Indian Territory across the Rio Grande into Chi

huahua. Ford, on the next day, rode slightly in advance of the party. 

As he threaded Gapwater Pass through the mountains, he saw a mounted 

Indian approaching along the trail from the Pecos. The Indian signal

led in sign language and, when Ford failed to reply, he lowered his 

lance and charged. Ford reined Tantrybogus up the side of the pass 

for advantage of position and awaited the charge, six-shooter levelled. 

As the warrior came near. Ford raised both hands in a gesture of peace

ful intentions. The savage skidded to an abrupt halt and immediately 

lost his belligerence, thinking, as Ford later learned, that the white 

man's movement meant, "I have ten men at my back." The two sat staring 

at each other until Ford's companions rode up. Guadalupe immediately 

recognized the stranger, who was a Comanche warrior homeward bound with 

his wife and a prisoner taken on a successful plundering raid in Mexico, 

That night the warrior camped with Neighbors, providing for the explor-
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ers a feast of fat mule meat lAich all devoured "with gusto." 

On the following day, Naighbors' group dropped down the gentle 

slope of red sand and gravel to the Bieos and swam their mounts across 

at Horsehead Crossing. Here they consumed the last of their bacon and 

glumly anticipated a time of hunger, since the game, plentiful at first 

. ^ 17 

along Brady's Creek, had beeome increasingly scarce. Then they set 

out across previously unexplored country. Where Hays' party of the 

previous year had gone southwest, Guadalupe led his charges northifsst 

up the Peeos for a day and then struck west by south, past salt lagoons 

and over high table-land, to Toyah Creek. As they rode up the stream, 

probably on the third day from Horsehead Crossing, they found an aban

doned, lean, broken-down horse. Guadalupe excitedly announced that 

horse meat was a real delicacy, and promised his companions a rare feast 

when they should halt. That evening the travelers encamped beside the 

bubbling waters of Mascalero %)ring, at the head of the Toyah, and Guad

alupe made good his promise. 

Tsmpers, worn thin by long marches and short rations, flared up 

after cai^ was pitched. While the horse meat roasted over a bed of 

coals, the Comanche peremptorily demanded that Sullivan bring him water 

from the nearby spring. For several days the two had been antagonistic, 

the Indian becoming more and more incensed at Sullivan's teasing. Guad

alupe's order, delivered in no respectful fashion, aroused Sullivan to 

swift wrath. 

^̂  Ford, "Ifemoirs," III, pp. 512-515. 

17 Game eonsisted of "buffalo, bear, panther, deer, turkies Jjii-sJt 
&c, &c." "Report of Dr. Ford." 
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A large si»ed row commenced then and there. Sullivan gestic
ulated and swore in English, Spanish, Sec, and a sprinkling of 
Caddo. Tall Tree /Guadalupg/ called down anathemas upon Sullivan 
in pure Comanche, bad Spanish and English, besides in tongues 
unknown to all of us. The quarrel progressed until a resort to 
arms was purposed, when Maj. Neighbors and others interfered. 
Ihe fuss did not take off the keen edge of T^ll Tree's appe
tite. He stowed away meat enough to feed a family of buzzards. 

Ford, however, could not share Guadalupe's enthusiasm for horse meat, 

whieh tasted "like a sweaty saddle-blanket smells at the eixl of a long 

day's ride." By holding his nose he was able to swallow a few small 

bites of odorous liver. 

leaving >ftiscalero Spring, the short procession pivoted around 

the northern shoulder of the Pah-cut range and moved westward down a 

great valley, past the terminus of the Apache (Davis) Mountains to the 

left. After long hours in the saddle, Shawnee Joe Ellis found a water-

hole and can^ site about equidistant from the point of the Delaware 

Mountains to the east and the westerly Sierra del Diablo, a few miles 

north of present-day Van Horn. Here Ford's voracious appetite was in 

no way alleviated by the colic pains he suffered after a hearty break

fast of half-roasted mescal cactus. The group was now down to what 

Ford referred to as "starving man's luck." Each man had a cup of coffee 

and a thirteenth part of a quart of pinole (a mush made of corn meal), 

augmented by unsavory roasted stalks of the maguey plant, a diet made 

less appetizing by the sight of an occasional deer or antelope that 

showed itself above the horizon, but always well out of range. "No one 

contracted gout," Ford remembered, along this stretch of the route. 

Major Neighbors had hoped to trade for food with Apache bands, but no 

aborigines appeared; the trade trinkets remained uselessly stowed in 

the packs. 
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Westward Guadalupe led toward the gaunt, scarified Carrizo Mount

ains which appeared to bloek the way, but through its southern extrem

ities Carriso Pass lay like a crooked knife wound. From the pass the 

weary riders emerged into a flat valley, hemmed in by other ranges. 

Off to his right Ford could see the outlines of another mountain gap 

which he later learned was the Puerto ^ 2§ Cola del Aguila (the Pass 

of the T^il of the Eagle, now called Eagle Pass at the north end of the 

Eagle Mountains). Ford wanted to make for the Rio Grande by that pass, 

but Guadalupe bore away to the southwest and Naighbors thought it best 

to follow his lead. The Comanche now led them over a series of rocky 

ridges, each seeming higher and more precipitous than its predecessor. 

Night caught the party among the twisted outcrops and the group went 

supperless and waterless to bed, where Ford writhed with a stomach 

agony brought on by green maguey stalks. 

At dawn the party again rode after the now befuddled Guadalupe. 

Word came back to Ford and Sullivan, in the rear of the procession, 

that forward progress was blocked. Those in the rear swung southward 

over the least difficult terrain and into an open valley, where they 

found a trail with the tracks of shod horses upon It. One of the squaws, 

who had followed after Ford and Sullivan, now raised a series of shrieks 

that guided the remainder of the party to the trail, which led about a 

mile further to the bank of the Rio Grande. Ford, ill and exhausted, 

was so lethargic that he was unaware they had reached the river. At 

Sullivan's mention of the stream. Ford aroused enough to ask where it 

lay. "Doc" brusquely informed him, "You confounded fool, you have been 
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riding along its banks for more than two miles." 

That night Neighbors called his group into a council. It was 

decided that the two whose mules were strongest should ride on ahead 

to a settlement and send baek food to the others. Neighbors and Sul

livan rode ahead early the next morning, leaving Ford and Jim Shaw to 

conduct the party more leisurely up the river toward El Base, about 

eighty miles distant. Ford moved forward as fast as the animals would 

go, with the discredited and grumbling Guadalupe and the squaws trail

ing behind, "over a loose, sandy, ohaparral country—full of gullies, 

19 
ravines, sand hills and quick sandt . . ." ^ In a day or two the 

joTirneyers beheld eart tracks and saw, soon thereafter, a cart, manned 

by a peon. Upon sighting the Indians, the Maxican vanished abruptly 

among the eacti, where he remained in spite of the cajoling of Ford 

and the rest. 

A few miles below San Elizario the group met several citizens 

bringing food in response to Neighbors' request. In spite of Ford's 

admonition in favor of moderation, several members of the group over

ate and became ill. At San Elizario the party rested for a couple of 

days before proceeding over the remaining twenty-odd miles to El Paso. 

The people of the latter small frontier outpost were very hospitable. 

On their first day there. Ford and Sullivan accepted one invitation 

after another to dine. That evening they estimated that in addition 

to three regular meals, they had consumed three and a half dozen eggs. 

Ford also found time to pause at an establishment offering a variety 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 516-519. 

^^ "Report of Dr. Ford." 
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of refreshments. On the Texas side of the river, "an American woman, 

known as the Great Western, kept a hotel. She was tall, large, and 

well made. She had the reputation of being something of the roughest 

fighter on the Rio Grande; and was approached in a polite, if not humble 

- - 20 

manner by all of us - the writer / F o i ^ in particular." 

During their brief stay in El Paso, Major ffeighbors and Ford 

discussed at length the route they had taken from the Paces. After re

flection upon the paucity of waterholes, the difficult terrain, and that 

in some places wagons would bog inextricably in rainy seasons. Neighbors 

pronounced the route iii5)racticable for wagon passage. He determined to 

make the return journey by another course. He took the party, augment

ed by the addition of a Texas frontiersman named Johnson, back to San 

Elizario, incidentally finding it necessary to take a firm position with 

Guadalupe, who wished to remain at El Paso and depredate upon the Mexi

can population. At San Elisario, Neighbors procured supplies and also 

a guide, an elderly Msxican named Zambrano, to take them by a different 

rcute to the Feces. Early in May the explorers set out in a northeast-
21 

erly direction from San Eliaario on the return trip. 

The first camp was made at the Waco (Hueco) Tanks, about a day's 

ride east of El Paso, in the tangled jumble of granite ridges called 

the Waco Mountains. One of these "natural tanks, situated in a cave," 

Of) 

Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 521. This woman was a well-known per
sonage among American soldiers on the Rio Grande during the Mexican War. 
In the 1870's, she was busily operating a brothel in Arizona, and was 
noted there for her pistol dexterity. 

21 "Report of Dr. Fordj" Kenneth F. Neighbours, "The Expedition 
of Major Robert S. Neighbors to El Paso in 18^9," The Southwestern His-
torieal Quarterly. LVIII (July, 1954 to April, 19557, gives the date as 
May 6, 18^9. 
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contained "perhaps 50,000 gallons of water." Another half-day's 

travel brought the riders to the trio of cottonwoods which marked the 

eight springs of the Alamo Mountains, a location abundant in grass but 

deficient in wood. After bearing slightly north of east for another 

twenty miles or so, they came to the jagged, red granite Cornudas del 

Alamo peak, where water was found among its crumbling ravines. The 

grass there was good and among the rocks there was sufficient firewood. 

Wood was scarce, however, at the next ceunp, some forty miles to the 

south in an open plain, where there gushed forth a spring that Zaia-

23 
brano identified as the Ojo del Cuerpo. 

From this spring, Zambrano led the group further south, skirt

ed the southern end of the Guadalupe Mountains, turned left to make 

the easy ascent of the great pass which opened between the Guadalupes 

and the Delaware Mountains, and, from the east side of the pass, moved 

a short way to Guadalupe Spring. Here the party turned east to San 

Martin ^ring, at the head of Delaware Creek. At this point. Neighbors 

had covered that portion of his route whieh, foiir months later. Captain 

R.B. Marcy was to traverse and recommend at the end of his Dona Anfr-Fort 

Smith journey. Thence Neighbors' men rode to the head of Walnut Creek. 

The swift, clear waters of this streauB ran between tree-and-shrub-fringed 

banks ax;ross a high table-land, dotted with isolated, conical mounds, 

to join Savin Creek, so called for the oaks which abounded along its 

22 "Report of Dr. Ford." 

23 Crow %)rings. Of this spring. Captain R.B. Marcy said, "al
though it is sulpherous, yet animals are very fond of it. . . ." "Re
port of Captain R.B. Marcy," Report ^f the^^retarv of War. U.S. Senate 
Exec. Doc. No. 64., 31st Cong., 1st sess., (Washington, I85O), p. 63. 

24 Ibid., pp. 198-201, 223. 
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banks. The creek joined the Pecos near the present-day city of Carls

bad, New Mexico. At that spot, Zambrano bade Neighbors farewell and 

turned back toward El Paso. Except for anxiety over the diminishing 

supply of provisions, the return journey thus far had been uneventful. 

To conserve their rations, the men had eaten a panther. Ford disliked 

the meat because of its "peculiar fresh taste, very difficult to get 

25 
rid of." 

As Neighbors led his party southeastward down the meandering 

Peeos toward Horsehead Crossing, he encountered, on May 20, a Califor

nia-bound emigrant party, blindly following its confused leader, a 

Captain Duval. Johnson, who hsA joined the explorers at El Paso, 

turned back upon the trail to guide the emigrants to the Rio Grande. 

Three days later, on the high prairie between the Pecos and the head 

of the Concho, Neighbors met a train of forty-five wagons under the 

guidanee of Captain B.C. Tong of Seguln. The meeting was fortunate 

for both groups. From the emigrants Neighbors obtained badly needed 

provisions; in return, he sent the Delaware, John Harry, to eonduet 

the train over the route he had traveled from El Paso. Two more com

panies were greeted on May 2U$ one at the head of the Concho, led by 

a Captain Mitrchlsen of Fayette County, and a second about ten miles 

26 
downstream, commanded by a Captain Smith of Houston. Five days later 

on the San Saba, the wayfarers came face to face with a solitary, eld

erly traveler leading a pack animal. The old man, certain he had 

fallen in with a band of cut-throats, begged hard to avoid confiscation 

25 Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 522. 

2^ Ibid.; Texas Democrat (Austin), June 15, 184.9. 
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of the worthless accumulation his animal bore. He was in no danger, 

particularly since the men of the party "had hardly strength to commit 

larceny on a hen roost. . . . " This encounter came just prior to 

that with the large, well-equipped company of Persifer Smith, among 

whom Neighbors discovered an old acqiiaintance, Sam Whiting, a former 

Austin editor. Smith's party employed "Doc" Sullivan to guide them to 

27 
El Paso. At this point most of the Indians left the party to take a 

more direct route to the trading house, while Neighbors, Ford, Guada

lupe and two other braves, and the squaws took up the emigrant trail 

to Fredericksburg and San Antonio. 

The small band reached San Antonio without further inoident. 

Neighbors, after consulting with Ford, left the rest and took his way 

to the Military Plaza to prepare and submit his report. Ford, left 

to his own deviees, appeared on Alamo Plasa, attracting considerable 

attention. He wore, as he remembered, "a pair of old drawers and a 

breecb-clout — no coat, and a shirt chock full of the free soil ele

ment." Friends escorted him into a restaurant-saloon, in disregard 

of the loud protests of the proprietor. They intimidated the host by 

relating in gory detail a catalogue of murders the tattered traveler 

had to his credit, and the owner immediately began to ply the com-

28 

patriots with free drinks, to purchase their quiet behavior. Guad

alupe too attracted much notiee and became, during his brief stay in 

the city, something of a municipal pet. He was given a hat, coat, and 

"̂̂  Ford, "Memoirs," H I , pp. 522-523; Texas Democrat (Austin), 
June 15, 18i;9. 

23 Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 523. 
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other accessories of civiliawition, including trousers, which he wore 

proudly. However, he astonished and probably somewhat dismayed the 

citiaenry by his practice of invariably doffing the nether garments 

29 
whenever he sat down to a meal. 

From San Antonio Explorer Ford proceeded to Austin, where, on 

June 16, his report to the people of the oity was published in the 

!̂ 3fas Democrat. The report not only delineated lucidly the most prac

ticable route for wagon travel but also pointed out the moderate cost 

which would be involved in constructing a railroad along the line of 

the thirty-second parallel. The journey had required twenty-two days 

by mule from San Elisario to San Antonio; Ford estimated that a horse 

could cover the route from Austin to El Paso in the same time. The 

distance, by the mouth of the San Saba, he calculated at 601 miles, 

although he felt that the estimate was high since he had confuted it 

on the basis of three and one-half miles per hour, and miules usually 

30 
marched more slowly than horses. 

The valiie of the exploration became more evident later in the 

summer. "Doc" Sullivan and a party of fifteen arrived in Austin from 

El Paso on August 3. Sullivan's group, bringing a wagon, had made the 

journey in twenty-three days' actual traveling time. "Doe" farther 

reported that when he left El I^so there were between 1,200 and 1,500 

immigrant wagons outfitting there for the long haul westward across 

31 
New Mexico Territory. Obviously the route, traced by the reports of 

^ fexas Democrat (Austin), June 30, 1849. 

30 "Report of Dr. Ford." 

31 T^xag Democrat (Austin), August 4> 18^9. 
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Ford and Neighbors, up the Pecos from Horsehead Crossing by Guadalupe 

Pass to El Paso, was already showing signs of becoming the great arte

rial highway of western Tfexas traffic, a route which for a generation 

retained its predominance until wagons disappeared in the smoke of the 

rowing locomotives. 

Significantly the opening of the overland route to California 

resulted in crucial developments in Texas. The El Paso route brought 

within comparatively quick and easy reach of the Texas government the 

eastern New ^fexioo region claimed by Texas since I836 but never actual

ly under Texas adaiinistratien. It made possible the extension of Texas 

jurisdiction over the area between the Rio Grande and the Staked Plains, 

and Ford's report, whieh ealled attention to the fertile soil and other 

natural resources of the region, might be expected to touch off a west-

32 
ward movement of Texans into the country. The Tbxas legislature at 

its next session, partly in anticipation of such a development, re-ap

proved the 1848 proposal to organize the western area into counties and 

also approved the sending of Major Neighbors to El RSLSO as agent for 

the state. In February and March, I85O, Neighbors completed the organ

ization of El Paso County and proceeded to Santa Fe to organize the 

other counties. There the frustration of his efforts by federal mili

tary and civilian authorities resulted in the rauttwil recriminations and 

threats of war lAich, later in the year, were resolved by a compromise 

embodied in the Pearee Act passed by Congress and accepted by Texas. 

Ojpon reaching home. Ford resumed the first of his various pro

fessions, although Austin at the moment seemed to have little to offer 

32 "Report of Dr. Ford." 
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an aspiring physician. The Texas Demoeral^ of July 21 reported only 

"six or seven" deaths from illness during the previous year, most of 

them among newly arrived immigrants who apparently had brought their 

33 
ailments with them. Two weeks later the newspaper did report the 

death of a resident, uniquely enough a doctor, James H. Horne, whose 

3A 
attending physicians were W.T. Horne and John S. Ford. A practice 

of such unconfining seope permitted Ford to participate in community 

affairs, and, as befitting a former teacher in the city's Union Sunday 

35 
School, he became active in the Austin chapter of the Sons of Tesq^er-

ance, receiving on behalf of the organization in July a banner present

ed in a public ceremony by the ladies of Austin. Although overshadowed 

by A.J. Fannin's oration of the day. Ford's brief speech of acceptance 

36 
was well received. The prosaic incidents of prescription packet and 

platform, however, were far from occiqpying Ford's still restless mind, 

and he held himself In readiness for any call to action \^lch might 

arise. 

^̂  Itexas Democrat (Austin), July 21, I8it9. 

3^ i b i d . , August 4, 18^9. 

^5 Brown, "Annals," Ch. I H I , p. 38. Brown's date i s exactly 
one year too late , but i s otherwise correct. 

^^ Texas Democrat (Austin), July 21, 18^9. 



CHAPTER IV 

BORDER BATTLES, 1849-1851 

By the time John Ford returned to Austin in June, I849, another 

adventurous opportunity for him already was in the making. It too 

stemmed from the Mexican War, and was destined to make the fighting 

physician a popular figure along the Texas side of the Rio Grande. By 

the terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, both republics involved 

were obligated to control the Indian tribes of their respective lands; 

neither nation was equal to the commitment. Profiting from the con

fusion entailed by frequent Indian raids, Mexican bandits added their 

operations to the burdens already imposed on the inadequate United 

States army detachments. The result was that the mall pouches of ex

press riders furtively following the northward trails bulged with pe

titions from harassed and grumbling border citizenry, demanding that 

the governor take action. A characteristic plea was the petition of 

June 12, I849, to Governor George T. Wood from William W. Nelson, T.W. 

Tanner, and other Brownsville residents, asking that a Ranger company 

be organized to protect the region from Indian and Mexican depreda

tions, especially since the military party at Fort Brown consisted of 

only sixty infantrymen, unable to cope with the situation. In re

sponse to the governor's inquiries. Brevet Major General George M. 

Brooke, commanding the Department of Texas, assured Wood that there 

was no need to muster Ranger oompanies into federal service, since 

there were enough United States troops in the department to defend the 

Governors Letters File, Governor George T. Wood, Texas State 
Library, Archives Division, Austin, Texas. Hereafter cited as G.L. 

99 
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frontier. 

Through the State Adjutant General, his friend John D. Pitts, 

Ford probably kept in touch with the frontier situation. As the tempo 

of depredations along the border did not slacken during the summer. 

General Brooke reconsidered the offer of Rangers as auxiliary troops. 

Through his assistant adjutant general, Major George Deas, he request

ed of the governor, on August 9, information concerning the number of 

men the state had called into the field. He was of the opinion that a 

company of seventy-five men might be organized and mustered into fed-

3 
oral service to operate between Corpus Christi and the Rio Grande. 

Deas' dispatch hardly had been written when new raids occurred near 

Corpus Christi. Brooke reached a decision. On August 11, he issued a 

call on the governor for three Ranger companies, to be sworn into fed

eral service for six months. The companies, seventy-eight strong, 

after the pattern of United States cavalry units, were to have a gen

eral depot established at Corpus Christi, and were to operate through

out the southwest Texas frontier from Goliad to Corpus Christi and 

thence to the Rio Grande. Each man was to furnish his own horse, 

saddle, bridle, halter, and lariat; the federal government would pro

vide percussion rifles, pistols, holsters, and ammunition. 

Governor Wood, after agreeing to honor General Brooke's call, 

left Austin without designating the officers to organize the companies. 

The duty devolved on Adjutant General Pitts, who by August 18 had se-

2 Brooke to Wood, July 11, 1849, G.L. 

3 
Deas to Wood, August 9, 1849, G.L. 

^ Order No. 53, August 11, 1849, G.L.; Brooke to Wood, August 
11, 1849, G.L. 
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looted John S. Ford, the experienced Ranger John G. Grumbles, and 
5 

Henry Smock. Ford's recruits assembled in Austin on August 23 to 

elect their officers. They chose Ford to be their captain, named his 

young friend Thomas M. Woolridge first lieutenant, and Jerry Robinson 

second lieutenant. Later in the day the organized company was mus

tered into federal service hy a United States army officer,'^ and on 

the next day, or perhaps the next. Captain John Ford mounted "Old 

Higgins" and led his Rangers out on the San Antonio road. 

Ford's commissioning was a matter of some displeasure to Gover

nor Wood, who seems to have nromised a command, without informing 

Pitts, to another aspirant. Upon his return to Austin, Wood appealed 

to General Brooke for Ford's dismissal, but the latter, after confer

ring with legislator-lawyer Volney E. Howard, informed the executive 

that Ford could be relieved of command only by court-martial or by 

the expiration of his term of service. The governor thereupon drop-

ped the matter. 

From San Antonio, Ford's company, unarmed except for a few per

sonal weapons, marched through Indian-troubled country to Corpus 

Christi. The command arrived at the depot on September 5, having passed 

en route near the place where a Comanche band recently had been defeat

ed by a party of frontiersmen led by the region's foremost Indian 

^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XIII, p. 61; Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 529. 

Texas Democrat (Austin), August 16, 1849. 

7 
Ford remembered the mustering officer as Lieutenant T.J. Wood. 

Q 
Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 529-530. Ford does not mention his 

rival by name, but it may have been a Captain Johnson of Goliad, Demo
cratic Telegraph and Texas Register (Houston), September 27, 1849. 
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fighter, Andrew J. Walker. Actually the journey was a precarious one, 

for Ford firmly believed that "a dozen determined Indians could have 

defeated the whole command with heavy loss." At any rate, at the Cor

pus Christi depot the Rangers received weapons and Ford employed Andy 

Walker as company guide. Then the captain took his command into oamp 

at H.L. Kinney's ranch on the Cajo del Oso, about eight miles south of 
9 

the town* 

Of the Ranger oompanies mustered by Pitts, Ford's was stationed 

nearest the frontier, and throughout the fall and winter of I849 and 

1850 his Rangers found themselves in for hard, unrewarding work. Pa

trol after patrol was dispatched from the Oso camp and, later, from 

their re-located camp on the Santa Gertrudis, about a half-mile above 

the spot where Richard King was to erect his ranch headquarters. The 

Rangers consistently failed to encounter the raiders, usually because 

the frequent, heavy rains blotted out all tracks. However, Ford kept 

the region under constant surveillance, scouting on one occasion up 

the river to Laredo, then crossing back to the Nueces and so to the 

Santa Gertrudis, a march of scmie four hundred miles. 

One episode of this reconnaissance came very close to involv

ing the oaptain in an international incident. Leaving hia detachment 

on the Texas side of the Rio Grande, Ford and his guide, Andy Walker, 

went over to Mier to acquire information about the activities of the 

Seminoles, accused by border settlers of being among the principal of

fenders. The two spent the night in the home of "the Pearl of Mier," 

Margarita Garcia. During the night a party of Americans raided the 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 530. 
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customs house and seized goods which the Mexican authorities had con

fiscated as having been brought illegally across the river. In re

porting the affair, the Mexican consul at Mier implicated Captain Ford, 

and a complaint against him was lodged with the Ifiilted States State De

partment. Secretary of War G.W. Crawford, without investigating the 

affair, ordered General Brooke to place Ford under arrest. Fortunately 

for him. Ford had reported to Brooke previously and the general so ably 

defended the suspected Ranger that the matter was dismissed. 

In his report of the extended reconnaissance. Ford outlined for 

Brooke's benefit the condition of affairs along the Rio Grande. Among 

other things, Ford pointed out that a "large number of Texas citizens, 

of Mexican origin, and paying State taxes upon their lands, were liv

ing on the west bank of the Rio Grande in consequence of the inadequate 

protection given them." So extensive were the Indian raids, particu

larly against the ranches between Roma and Laredo, that it was "almost 

impossible to procure Mexican laborers to work in the fields on the 

east bank of the Rio Grande. . . . A general dread prevailed every

where." Ford learned also of the operations on Texas soil of the ban

dit gang of Ramon Falcon, whose men had been responsible for the murder 

near Brownsville, on April 21, lB/^6, of Colonel Trueraan Cross of the 

United States Army. In one of his reports to Deas, he wrotet "Should 

the villain who bathed his hands in the blood of one of the best of

ficers of the army, fall into my hands, I shall hang him to the first 

convenient tree, as an act of retributive justice for his crimes." 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 532-533. 

^ State Gazette (Austin), December 12, 1857. 
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Early in 1850, Ford participated in an Indian affair which had 

ludicrous overtones. While in Corpus Christi on company business, he 

heard that Indians had just murdered one James Doyle some seven or 

eight miles from town. Quickly assembling some of his own men and a 

few from Captain Grumbles' company. Ford rode to the scene of the 

tragedy. The group, finding no trail to follow, was turning toward 

Corpus Christi when they were seen by the mail rider for Goliad, The 

frightened rider and his companion, fearing they had stumbled on a 

war party, spurred away at a run. Ford's band, believing the two to 

be Indians, galloped after them. The fleeing couriers abandoned the 

mail sacks to the Rangers, who had closed the Intervening distance to 

not more than fifty yards, and, in spite of the reassurances bawled 

after them, sped on to Goliad, boasting there that they had outwitted 

12 
a band of savages who had tried to gull them by shouting in English. 

On February 23, 1850, the six-months' muster period for Ford's 

command expired, but on the same day the company was reorganized and 

13 

reraustered for another half-year's duty. Some of the original com^ 

mand, possibly disgusted with duty which consisted of no fighting but 

a great deal of riding through rain and knee-deep mud, returned home* 

Their places were filled by others who were to help make the company 

the compact, hard-hitting force that border dwellers long remembered. 

When the reorganized company rode southwest for its new base, soon 

after the mail-rider episode, Captain Ford had at his back a new set 

of company officers. Andy Walker, border guide and scout and a vet-

^ State Gazette (Austin), December 12, 1857; Ford, "Memoirs," 
III, pp. 537-538. 

^^ Records Group No. 94, National Archives, Washington, D.C. 
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eran of at least one Mexican revolution, was now the first lieutenant. 

A few years younger than Ford, he possessed more experience as an In-

14 -«. 

dian fighter. The new second lieutenant was Malcijah (Kige) High-

smith, at twenty-three a tested Ranger with six years of service, most 

of it under his father, Captain Samuel Highsmith. Company routine 

was in the hands of capable, determined Orderly Sergeant David M. Lev

el. Dr. Philip M. Luckett, who had come from Austin with the original 

command, still rode as surgeon. Although his services had been re

quired but little thus far, a busy future lay before him. 

Marching easily behind their officers came the seventy-odd Ran

gers, young men for the most part but old In the ways of frontier war

fare. The inimitable prankster "Doc" Sullivan rode beside his bosom 

friend, Alpheus D. Neal; long-nosed Voltaire Rountree filled his ac

customed place in the column; John F. (Black Tan) Wilson, sunburned 

17 

Henderson Miller, David Steele, and Alf Tom obeyed the musical mes

sages of Bugler Matt Nolan, hardly more than a boy, who trotted proud

ly beside Ed Burleson of an old name, John Wilbarger, and William Gil

lespie, campaign veterans only slightly older than himself. Bob Adams, 

Milt May, and Ashmore Edwards, familiar names along the border, were 

there. Besides these brave fighters there came Jack Spencer, Sam Dun-

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 538; The Handbook of Texas (Walter 
Prescott Webb, e^ al-» eds.) (2 vols.; Austin, 1952), II, p. 853. 

"^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 538; Handbook of Texas. II, p. 809. 

Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 539. 

17 
Ibid., pp. 535-536. Miller, who blistered easily, made the 

error of bringing an umbrella. The Rangers promptly violated Ford's 
orders against unnecessary firing by shooting the ximbrella to bits 
when Miller first attempted to use it. Ford feigned deafness during 
the affair. 
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can, and Jack Sharpe, whose unheralded names ere long would be well-

known. Proud, experienced, and confident, the young warriors rode 

leisurely behind a commander in whose sagacity and ability they had 

perfect trust. 

Half-Comanche, half-Mexican Roque Maugricio, one-time Comanche 

war captain and the border's most reliable trailer, rode ahead polnt-

18 
ing out the way. At the tail of the column, responsible for the 

captain's personal equipment, trotted Ford's personal servant, Fran

cisco de la Garza Falcon, self-styled hero of the Mexican War battle 

of Monterrey. Because of his colorful boasting and unpredictable an

tics, he had been dubbed "Don Monkey" by Ford, in conformance with 

the captain's habit of bestowing appropriate designations. In fact, 

nearly every man in the command bore a nickname personally affixed by 

19 the conmander according to some trait or characteristic. These 

people formed the company which always was remembered by both captain 

and men as "Ford's Old Rangers." Not all its members, however, were 

destined to see the end of its period of service. Death, before the 

year had passed, would specify the term of enlistment for a stalwart 

handful. Sullivan and Wilbarger were to die quickly in a lonely fight 

west of the Santa Gertrudis, while Gillespie, Baker Barton, and Wil

liam Lackey were marked to be mustered out by savage weapons. No 

foreseeable ill-fortune darkened the future now, as they marched to

ward the Rio Grande, nor were they of the sort who borrow trouble. 

18 
Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 538. 

^ Charles L. Martin, "The Last of the Ranger Chieftains," Jbg. 
Texas Magazine. IV (1898), p. 40. Hereafter cited as Martin, "Last of 
the Ranger Chieftains." 
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"They belonged to that class of men who lived without fear, and died 

without reproach," wrote Ford many years later.^^ 

Very likely it was this company which assigned to John S. Ford 

the sobriquet by which he was to be thenceforward known — "Old Rip". 

The appellation, long in common use to describe individuals always 

involved in one affair after another, was admirably suited to Ford. 

It is not known who first applied the term to Ford, but is is entirely 

possible that the tow-headed Sullivan was responsible. "Doc", while 

he obeyed orders readily, stood in awe of no man, and was known to be 

quick with a nickname. In any event, the name first was used public

ly in the early l850's, and those who best knew Ford knew that he was 

21 
"Rip" Ford to his Rangers. 

Department headquarters, on the basis of Ford's reports, decid

ed that the company could render more effective service from a base 

nearer the Rio Grande. Consequently, Ford received orders, soon after 

the company had been remustered, to move toward the river and to es

tablish his permanent camp at a site of his own choice. At the south

ern edge of the sand belt, on the Laredo road about forty-five miles 

north of Rio Grande City, stood the remains of San Antonio Viejo (Old 

San Antonio), a ranch house abandoned by its owner because of Indian 

raids. Here several large wells supplied good water for stone water

ing-troughs. Captain Ford decided that his base camp should be near 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 599. 

^ Martin, "Last of the Ranger Chieftains," p. 40. Martin may 
have acquired this knowledge from Ford, under whom he served as a 
lieutenant at Fort Brown in 1862, or from his parents, who had long 
known Ford; again, the source of the nickname may have been common 
knowledge. Walter Prescott Webb, The Texas Rangers (New York, 1935), 
footnote, p. 124, presents what has been the accepted source of the 
sobriquet. 
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the wells, and it was toward that point that Roque led the COIUIDU. 

By early March, the company had pitched its tents in a clump of oaks 

about a half-mile south of the wells, the tents forming three sides 

of a square open to the west. Across the opening the troopers erect

ed a rude building to house Lieutenant Highsmith's quartermaster and 

commissary stores, and, when that had been accomplished, the command 

turned to its regular routine of drill, detail, and patrol.^^ 

"Rip" Ford was not an officer who believed that Rangers needed 

no drilling. It was characteristic of his men that they were pro

ficient in the manual of arms and were particul.arly adept in perform

ing the simple mounted maneuvers which consistently enabled them to 

prrsent their most effective strength toward the enemy. Daily drill 

was standard procedure for troopers not on patrol, and Ford's disci

pline guaranteed little shirking of that onerous duty. The discipline 

maintained by "Old Rip" "had little that savored of that enforced in 

the regular ariqr. It appealed to the pride and sense of honor of the 

men." A Ranger derelict in duty was punished by methods most keenly 

felt by the proud spirits of frontier fighters, according to Ford's 

description. 

A man distinguished for neglect of duty, a disregard of his 
word, a want of courage, etc., was not allowed to go on a scout, 
to be detailed as an escort, or to enjoy the privileges accord
ed to honorable soldiers. They were on duty as camp guards, and 
other service, which are generally distasteful to men of energy 
and enterprise. This punishment was dreaded. It carried with it 
a loss of the respect and the confidence of the whole command. 
It caused fellows, apparently hardened to the ordinary ideas of 
propriety to beg, and even cry, when told they could not leave 
camp. Should the captain place a man under ban, his example 

22 Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. it39. 
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would be followed by all down to the fourth corporal. It re
quired no order to bring about such a result. 

Small wonder, then, that Ford later could write, "Only a few instances 

23 
of shirking occurred." 

Early in May, Ford decided to replace the company's unservice

able pistols with one hundred single-shot dragoon pistols from tLe 

Corpus Christi depot. He sent William Gillespie and several comrades 

with pack mules directly to the depot, under orders to remain there 

until directed to rejoin the command. Ford planned to scout above La

redo, working gradually toward Corpus Christi where he would meet his 

supply party. With about forty men, including Walker, Ford rode to 

Fort Mcintosh, just outside Laredo, where he halted for a few days to 

complete his outfit. Then the command turned inland, riding slowly 

and cautiously through timbered country, with Roque and Sergeant Level 

conducting an advance scouting party. The feeling that hostile In

dians were in the area made the men tense and wary. The feeling was 

confirmed when the carcass of a recently-killed deer was found to 

contain an arrow point. Ford thereupon divided his command, sending 

half southeast with Lieutenant Walker while he led the remainder north

ward toward the Nueces. "Old Rip" reasoned that any Indian party in 

the region soon would discover one of the detachments, and, in an ef

fort to evade it, might be driven into the arms of the other. Subse

quent events proved the soundness of his judgment. 

Ford's detachment bore to the left, halting for a day on San 

Roque Creek, a small tributary of the Nueces, while Roque and a pa-

23 Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 534. 
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trol of scouts carefully investigated the area. On the same day. 

Walker's gro\ip fai southward went into action. During the morning, 

Indians ran one of Walker's mule drivers into camp, and the Rangers 

Immediately began a pursuit. Failing after a half-day's effort to 

throw the astute Walker off their trail, the Indians turned and drove 

hard for the Nueces. By changing mounts frequently they managed to 

keep their lead, and the troopers abandoned the trail at dusk. Walk

er's disappointment wo\ild have been less had he known he had driven 

the raiders into Ford's hands. 

On the following morning, May 12, Ford moved down the Nueces 

toward a crossing used frequently by the Comanches. A fevj miles from 

his destination he struck the trail of the fleeing Indians. As he led 

his column into the narrow Nueces Valley, he heard a horse neigh from 

across the stream. When hastily-dispatched scouts reported that they 

found no Indians, Ford ordered two Rangers whose horses were near ex

haustion to remain and guard the pack train. He tnd the other six

teen, including Don Monkey, crossed the river by swimming their horses 

and supporting themselves by convenient driftwood. On the north bank. 

Ford quickly put the command into column. Then, slightly in advance, 

he led it along a trail which showed that the Indians were moving 

leisurely, confident that they had escaped. After tracking through 

thick timber for eight miles. Ford suddenly emerged into open prairie 

in time to see the heads of the hostile stragglers disappear beyond a 

small knoll. He shouted the information to his men and spurred for

ward to within fifty yards of the enemy. 

Roque and Sergeant Level hurried to Ford's side, but the rest 

of the detachment, mistaking the captain's shout as an order to halt. 
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impatiently reined in at the timber's edge. The Comanche war chief, 

seeing only three pursuers, turned his band to attack. The other Ran

gers joined "Old Rip" just in time. The sixteen Rangers, armed with 

muzzle-loading "Tennessee" rifles, faced an equal number of Comanche 

braves, equipped with lances and bows and arrows, weapons which for 

dose fighting were as effective as the six-shooters which only Ford 

and Level carried. The Comanche chief rode back and forth behind his 

slowly retiring rank of warriors, about thirty yards in advance of 

the Rangers, trying to draw their fire so that his men could wheel 

and strike before the Texans could reload. To avoid such a trap, Ford 

commanded his men to keep together and fire alternately. His order 

was punctuated by the crack of a pistol at his side, and he turned to 

see the Comanche chief swerving away, one arm dripping blood where 

Sergeant Level's shot had penetrated. The captain's "Charge'." was 

echoed by the Texas yell as the Rangers spurred on the enemy. 

Ford, leading the assault, selected a particular victim and 

maneuvered to a position several yards behind the brave. The Indian 

squirmed frantically in his saddle, in an attempt to loose an arrow 

at Ford, but in the midst of his acrobatic gyrations his saddle girth 

broke, dropping him on the prairie. He bounced to his feet with his 

bow fully drawn, but before he could release the string "Old Rip" 

shot him through the head as he swept by. Both Indians and Rangers, 

who momentarily had paused to watch the encounter, now resumed the 

running ccmbat, the savages seeking to reach the safety of the woods 

several miles away. When the surviving Comanches gained the timber. 

Ford called a halt to the chase. A quick examination revealed only 

one casualty in the detachment; Ranger David Steele had been slightly 
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wounded by a dropping arrow. Ford dismissed as inconsequential a 

slight arrow scratch across the back of his own right hand;^^ he was 

much more concerned about his horse, wounded deeply by a poisoned 

arrow. The animal was to die three days later, to be regretted by 

the departmental Quartermaster as a 1150 loss. Ford felt certain 

that enemy casualties were substantial. The Comanches, contrary to 

their usual practice, had been forced to leave one of their dead com

rades on the prairie, and others, including the war chief, were known 

to have been struck. Oddly enough, it was with these same Comanches 

that Ford and his companions on the El Paso journey had camped in the 

preceding year. In the thick of the fight a brave had recognized Sul

livan and had called to him to ask if he would shoot his friends. 

Sullivan's answer was a rifle ball through a warrior's body. Two 

weeks later. Ford learned the extent of the Comanche casualties — 

27 
four dead and eleven wounded in a party of seventeen. In addition, 

the Rangers captured about a dozen horses and many weapons. 

The Rangers remembered with amusement one incident of the fray. 

When the firing began. Ford's servant, Don Monkey, set out for the 

rear at full speed, but met with the young bugler. Matt Nolan, who in

sisted that he return to the fight. The Don faced about and rode for

ward until the shots and yells of the combatants again inspired him to 

2^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 543-5^^5. 

^̂  Ibid., p. 545. 
Oil 

Records Group No. 9A, National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 544- Ford learned the extent of Co
manche losses from a warrior captured in a fight on May 29. 
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seek safety toward the rear, in spite of the threats of the Rangers 

to shoot him if he abandoned the fight. Until the fray ended, Don 

Lonkey gravitated from front to rear at high speed. SoiuC days later, 

in describing the skirmish to a Ranger who had not been at the fight, 

the handyman recounted his own role in the battle as he would have 

liked for it to have been. 

"Notwithstanding the caoitan was on a fine horse, and I on 
a pony we were side by side — 'parejltos' — all the time. 
I fired all my cartridges, and went into them with my knife." 
'What," said the man, "with nothing but your knife?" "Con 
nada solo mi pure belduaue" — with nothing but my naked knife." 

Withdrawing a short distance south of the Nueces, Captain Ford 

rejoined his pack train, placed a picket at the crossing, and went into 

camp. Morning brought the discovery that two mounts Lad strayed during 

the night, and the command spread to search for them. Roque soon came 

back to report that the horses had taken the back trail and had been 

appropriated not far from the Ranger camp by Indians. On a borrowed 

pony, Ford took his command out on the trail indicated by Roque. The 

detachment followed the Indian trtcks at a brisk gallop through inter

mittent timber, occasionally pressing hard when & laggard brave came 

briefly into view. All day the Rangers tried vainly to close with 

the savages, whose fresher horses kept them well in advance. At sun

set, Ford found that he had been riding in a great circle. That night 

he camped in thick timber at a waterhole where the guards and pack 

train that morning had been directed to halt. 

Fore awoke on the morning of May 14 to find his unit in a dan

gerous position. The survivors of the war party defeated two days 

earlier had fallen in with a band of about seventy-five Comanches and 



had returned to attempt a surprise attack. Finding the ford picketed 

on the night of May 12, they had crossed the Nueces the next morning 

but had been unable to locate the Rangers. During the night of May 

13, after having been joined by the nine fugitives which the Rangers 

had been trailing, the band had discovered the Ranger camp and had 

taken positions around it in the timber. The meat ration of the Ran

gers had expired and the hunters were now unable to search more than 

one hundred yards from their circular bivouac. Even the experienced 

Sullivan almost was deceived by the turkey-like gobbling of a Comanche 

scout. In this ticklish situation, moving by short, careful marches, 

"Rip" Ford led his detachment through the timber down the Nueces to

ward Fort Merrill, the Comanches keeping pace all around the Rangers. 

Time after time the Indians threatened to attack, but the hours of 

drill proved their worth. Invariably the Comanches sheered away from 

the strong defensive formation of Ford's riders. At night the command 

camped in a circle; horses, pack mules, and equipment were placed se

curely in the center of the ring, and sentinels were stationed outside 

the bivouac area. 

For more than three days and nights the ccamnand moved and 

camped in this fashion. Meanwhile, rations had almost vanished. The 

cooks for each mess were ordered to report to Ford, who still had a 

small supply of coffee. Don Monkey anxiously watched as the captain 

prepared to dole out shares of his own store to the cooks. Finally 

he mustered the courage to inquire, "Is it possible you are going to 

divide our coffee among the men?" 

"Yes, Sir, that is just what I am going to do." 

There came the Don's frantic rejoinderi "lHy God, who can ex-



115 

pect me to fight Indians the way I have been doing without coffee?" 

When the last of the coffee disappeared, the Rangers resorted 

to making a tea by boiling mesquite wood and saturating the brew heav-

28 

ily with sugar. Fortunately, the command was by then near Fort Mer

rill, on the Nueces near the site of the now-vanished hamlet of Gussett-

ville, and the Comanches abandoned their efforts at an ambush. Ford's 

weary riders went into camp near the fort and the post commander. Cap

tain Samuel Plummer, quickly provided both rations and forage for the 

Ranger detachment. On May 21, Captain Ford wrote out and sent to de

partment headquarters his report of the fight of May 12. 

At Fort Merrill, Ford furloughed John Wilbarger to visit his 

family and "Doe" Sullivan and Alpheus Neal to appear as subpoenaed 

witnesses in pending legal suits. After cautioning them to make the 

return Journey in company with others, he bade them a farewell more 

final that anyone suspected and turned to further business. Leaving 

his Rangers eneamped about a half-mile down the valley from the fort, 

Ford rode to Corpus Christi. He needed to learn if the squad he had 

sent for pistols had accomplished its mission; to see if he could 

30 
exchange the small mountain pony he had been riding for a larger horse; 

and, very possibly, to obtain better medical attention than either the 

post surgeon or he himself could provide. The scratch received in the 

skirmish of May 12 was causing extreme pain in his right arm, and he sus-

28 
Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 546-549. 

2Q 
^ Ford's report was printed in the Democratic Telegraph and Tex

as Register (Houston), June 13, 1850. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 549. 
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peoted that rattlesnake venom had been applied to the arrowhead. No 

successful treatment was discovered, however; the next five or six 

years brought almost complete paralysis to the arm, and for the next 

quarter of a century a skin eruption appeared annually on the hand.^^ 

With his Ranger squad and pistols, but still riding the same 

mount. Captain Ford returned to his oamp on the evening of May 25. 

He arrived just in time for another action against Indians. Shortly 

after his arrival, Ashmore Edwards, who had been on guard the previous 

night, reported hearing on all sides the intermittent hooting of owls."^^ 

Ford proceeded to follow his rule, "to prepare for the worst and hope 

for the best." Aware that subsequent events easily could dispel the 

romantic aspect of the placid, moonlit valley, the captain ordered each 

trooper to tie his horse within the bivouac area. Sentinels were care

fully posted, the main guard was alerted for prompt action, and guns 

were painstakingly loaded and placed beneath the blankets. A sharp 

rifle volley at three o'clock in the morning proved the worth of "Old 

Rip"'s precautions. The Rangers sprang erect, weapons ready, to find 

the captain already alert and issuing commands. Obedience was auto

matic. A detail mounted guard over the camp while the troopers who 

had gentle horses mounted bareback and rode to relieve the outpost 

line, from where brisk firing, gradually becoming more distant, in

dicated that the sentinels were driving baok the Comanche attackers. 

Amid the firing an Indian voice arose, pleading for amnesty Roque 

said, but the langiiage was unknown to the Rangers. "When Ford and 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 545. 

^^ Ibid., p. 549. 
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Roque reached the spot from where the shout had come, they found a 

Comanche warrior writhing in a death agony. 

Ford recalled his Rangers, including young bugler Matt Nolan 

who had bounded barefoot among the prickly pear feverishly seeking a 

shot at the raiders. Ed Burleson was dispatched to Fort Merrill to 

report the incident to Captain Plummer. That wortby, who had main

tained that Comanche raids were but talk, when informed, surprisedly 

exclaimed, "What*. Indians so near ray post'. 11 I thought it was you 

Texians fighting among yourselves." After a daylight scout failed 

to find the marauders. Ford ordered the detachment to pack up, and 

the next morning the troopers commenced a leisurely ride toward San 

Antonio Viejo.-̂ -̂  

The march, which began quietly enough, encountered trouble. 

For two days the command rode steadily with no event to break the 

tenor of the movement, but at mid-morning on May 29 it struck a fresh 

Indian trail. Ford immediately sent Roque and a couple of companions 

trotting forward to study the tracks, strengthened his rear-guard, and 

put the detachment in fighting order. After moving briskly for four 

or five miles, the Rangers came in sight of the Indians, camping in a 

clump of mesquite atop a small hill. Ford led his riders at a gallop 

toward the Comanches, who promptly mounted and fled, signalling as 

they crossed each hillock. Roque explained that they were requesting 

comrades in the vicinity to come to their aid, and suggested that the 

rear-guard might be endangered. 

Unknown to Ford, Ranger Bill Gillespie already was lying behind. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 550-552. 
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mortally wounded. An enemy, twice shot and left for dead during the 

charge, had revived just as Gillespie passed. The latter, pistol in 

hand, turned to finish the brave, but his mount for the day, the treach

erous "Old Higgins" about ^ich Ford had warned Gillespie, swerved and 

the shot went wide. The Comanche's arrow buried itself in Gillespie's 

side, penetrating his left lung. Nearby Rangers assisted their wounded 

comrade to the shade of a mesquite, then followed the pursuit. Captain 

Ford, seeing a threat to his rearguard, called for a headlong charge, 

but the Rangers, fearing the Comanches would circle to get Gillespie's 

scalp and his mount, stood fast. Ford had advanced some thirty yards 

before be realized that he was alone. When he turned to see his men 

still holding their ground and shouting unintelligibly, he assumed that 

they had beeooe frightened, and completely lost his temper. Turning 

his back on the enemy, "Old Rip" "swore at the men, calling them cow

ards, and other bad names," until Roque rode forward with the explana

tion. Ford imisdlately ordered Gillespie carried to the safety of the 

ranks.^^ 

Ford now halted until the rearguard began to move forward. Then 

marching diagonally to effect a junction with it, the Rangers opened a 

long-range, deliberate fire i^ieh killed sc»iie of the Comanche horses 

and wounded several braves. Vfhen the rearguard struck at the enemy 

flank. Ford's party crowded hard against its rear. Ihe Comanche ehief, 

35 
Otto Cuero, dismounted to give his horse to a wounded comrade and 

began a rearguard action against the Rangers. Ilie Indian horsemen 

^^ Ford, "Msmoirs," III, pp. 55^1-555. 

^^Jbid., p. 557. 
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maneuvered to screen their footmen, who were trying to reach a fringe 

of timber along the Agua Dulce, about a mile distant. A charge by the 

Rangers broke up the movement and the entire Comanche war party fled 

headlong for the thickets. Ford took a pistol shot at the dismounted 

chief at a distance of 125 yards but the warrior continued on the run. 

At Ford's order, David Steele dismounted and drew a bead on the chief, 

who at that instant paused to look back. Steele pulled the trigger 

and the ehief slumped to the ground. 

Ford called off the pursuit at the edge of the timber and the 

command retraced its way across the prairie. Ford and Steele halted 

36 
beside the dead ehief to appropriate his weapons and equipment. 

Ford's shot had bored through the Comanche's left arm; Steele's bul

let had penetrated the skull. Three other Indians had been killed and 

at least seven wounded. One of the latter, bearing several wounds, had 

secreted himself in a mesquite thicket, ^^re he was discovered by 

Roque. When the guide promised to spare his life if he would surren

der, the wounded Comanebe tossed aside his weapons. The eighteeo-year-

old warrior-prisoner, called Came Miaerto (Dead Msat), was reputed to 

be the son of the famous Comanche war chief, Santa Anna. 

Ford's own casualty list included only two wounded men, Gillespie 

and Orderly Sergeant Level. Ihe latter's enraged expression during the 

fight attracted the captain's attention. Subsequently Ford learned that 

the sergeant was so irate over the wounding of his horse that he con

sidered his own musket wound above an ankle merely incidental. Painful 

^^ Ford, "Mamolrs," III, p. 557; SfX^ai^ Gazette (Austin), December 
12, 1857, Steel sent the chief's arms and trappings to Governor Peter 
H. Bell. 
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as the wound was, Level still could ride but Gillespie was unable to 

sit his saddle. While the men prepared a litter for Gillespie, Ford 

openly praised Bob Adams, whom he had seen in a hand-to-hand fight 

with an enemy, and apologlaed for accusing Adams of dereliction of 

duty in the affair of May 12. When the command was ready. Ford marched 

it through the late afternoon do\m the Agua Dulce toward a spot ten or 

twelve miles distant, where an advanced patrol of Captain Grumbles' 

company was bivouaced. Gillespie's suffering forced a halt before the 

destination was reaehed. Eight hours later he died, and on the morning 

of May 30 comrades carried the dead Ranger to the encampment of Grumbles' 

men, and buried him with military honors. When the men, with drawn 

weapons, formed in two ranks, the Comanche prisoner glumly supposed 

37 
the preparations were for his execution. 

From the Agua Dulce can^), not far south of Fort Merrill, Ford 

made a long march southwest to San Antonio Vie jo to join Wisilker's de

tachment. On arrival. Ford submitted his report of the battle, \riilch 

he designated as the Anargosa fight. General Brooke read it with high 

approval. On June 15 he issued a departmental order iriiich expressed 

to the Ranger oaptain his "decided conmendatien for the activity, seal, 

and success which have characterized your operations since you have 

been under his orders. A continuance of such efficient service," the 

order continued, " . . . will have a most happy effect in carrying out 

the objects for which the Texas volunteers were called into the field.""^ 

Early in June an outbreak of depredations drove most of the ranch 

"̂̂  Ford, "hfemoirs," III, 557-558. 

^^ As quoted in State Gazette (Austin), December 12, 1857. 

file:///riilch
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population of Webb County Into Laredo. Ford dispatched Walker and 

twenty men to a point near Laredo from which they could protect the 

town, intercept marauders, and obtain information from the few vaoue-

ros and sheep-herders who had remained with their stock. About the 

middle of the month a report reached Walker that a band of hostilos 

was in the vicinity. Bie lieutenant found their trail and followed 

it some twenty miles down the Rio Grande to Basllio Benavides' ranch, 

where he learned that the Indians were near-by, rounding up Benavides' 

horses. Assuming that it would take the raiders some time to collect 

a herd and that they would then move it inland to a large waterhole. 

Walker dismounted his command, unsaddled, and let the horses rest. Ihe 

Indians tmexpectedly decided to drive the horse herd back to Benavides' 

corral to cut out the best stock. Both parties were equally surprised. 

The Indians, still mounted on the weary ponies which had brought 

them southward on their raid, fled after a few shots. Saddling hastily, 

the Rangers came in full cry after the fleeing Comanches. After a run 

of a mile and a half, Ed Stevens and Jose Morales brought the enemy to 

bay until the rest of the Tsxans came up. Stevens, shot in the head 

with an arrow, killed his assailant at a range of only a few inches, 

and Morales, after running a dismounted Comanche down several time** 

with his horse, abandoned his efforts and shot him. The skirmish re

sulted in the deaths of all seven of the marauders. One wounded pris

oner was carried to the Benavides ranch, where efforts were made to 

preserve his life, but his body was so badly shattered that the Rangers 

agreed to put him to death to spare him needless suffering. But when 

not one of the Rangers was willing to perform the deed, one of the 

Maxican muleteers obliged. It MSLB later learned that the brave. Bad 
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Finger by name, was a cousin of Came Muerto, the captive of the Amar-

gosa encounter. Walker reported only one casualty, Stevens, who had 

pulled the arrow from where it had lodged between his scalp and skull 

and had permitted Morales to bind up the wound. The victory added to 

Walker's already substantial reputation as an laiian fighter, and 

demonstrated the ability of the Rangers to cope successfully with the 

Indians. The recapture of Benavides' horse herd restored confidence 

and a feeling of security to the Msxieao-American residents of the 

region. 

Bad Finger, before his death, had revealed Comanche plans for a 

major raid in the near future. Angered by unaccustomed losses, the 

capture of Came Muerto, and the interference with what they considered 

their private nuetang preserve, the Comanche warriors were gathering 

for an offensive onslaught on the frontier. The Rangers, they reasoned, 

were the cause of their troubles; therefore, the Rangers would be pun

ished. Captain Ford believed Bad Finger's story and forwarded the in

formation to General Brooke. Then, leaving Highsmith with some twenty 

Rangers and eivilian employees to garrison the San Antonio Vlejo camp, 

the captain and about sixty men rode to form a junction with Walker at 

Laredo, hoping thereby to have numbers enough to bloek a Conanohe in

cursion. This time Don Monkey, whose actions at the Amargosa fight 

had not been appreeiated, remained at the base camp. He had discarded 

most of Ford's equipment as ia^diments to rapid withdrawal, and later 

had demanded, on threat of a strike, a full Ranger salary of $23.50 

monthly, insisting that he could no longer fight Indians for a paltry 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," n i , pp. 560-562. 
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ten dollars each month. He struck to no avail.^ 

At lAredo, Ford turned Carne Jfoerto over to Captain Sidney Bur-

bank, commanding at Fort Mcintosh, and joined Walker's men. Shortly, 

the entire company became enraged over an inspection order, which stem

med from a malicious report to department headquarters that Ford's com

pany was no longer fit to operate because the men had traded their 

horses for inferior Mexican ponies. A perfunctory inspection by the 

sympathetic Captain Burbank eased the situation, brought about, so Ford 

was informed, by Captain Gabriel Armstrong, of unimpressive Maxican War 

memory. But before the Ranger wrath cooled, it found another object. 

A lathered courier from Rio Grande City, just in off the trail on the 

Msxican side of the river, crossed to inform Ford that Highsmith was 

in serious trouble. A Carrizo scout had taken Ashmore Edwards' horse 

and had burst through a Comanche siege line around the San Antonio 

Vlejo camp, outrunning the besiegers all the way to Rio Grande City 

%rlth news of Hi^smlth's plight. 

After a hard, seventy-mile ride to relieve Highsmith, "Old Rip" 

found that the Indians had gone two days earlier. A command of Regu

lar Army troops had also spurred to the rescue but, finding the Co-

-42 
manches gone, rode on before Ford's arrival. Highsmith imparted to 

Ford the details of the attack. Don Monkey had hastily returned from 

hunting to report many people at the wells. Close behind the scurrying 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," III, pp. 564-565. 

^Jbid., p. 564. 

^ State Gazette (Austin), December 12, 1857; Democratic Tslegraph 
and Texas Reg^ister (Houston) p August 7, 1850. 
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Dc^ was a Comanche war band of about two hundred braves. Several Ran-

gers advanced to engage them long enough to permit the rest of the 

garrison to drive in the livestock. Ihe Comanches, after losing a man 

to the first shot from the camp, retired out of range and settled down 

for a two-day siege. Fortunately, Highsmith's force had just hauled to 

camp a plentiful supply of îiater; they had an abundance of provisions; 

and the resoluteness with which they all emplcyed their guns discouraged 

the Indians from a direct assault. Neither side apparently suffered 

much in the affair, although tempers ran high, particularly the Don's. 

The Don allowed his angry passions to rise unmeasurably. He 
menaced the enemy, pistol in hand; shut his eyes, tiirned his head 
aside, and banged away. The balls hit the ground within ten feet 
of his noble self. At each discharge he would ask — "Did I kill 
one?" A negative reply caused his weapon to get a terrible curs
ing. The cooped up Rangers, disregarding the danger, amused them
selves at the above recited demonstration.^-^ 

Don Monkey was not the only one to cemment profanely. August 

Harmuth, a conscientious mule driver, swore indignantly as he beheld 

the Comanches slaughter one of his fat charges for an impron^tu feast. 

He pulled off his coat, stroda to the edge of the camp, and in color

ful language invited the banqueters to come and feel his fists. His 

challenge %ient unheeded. Toward the elose of the second day the Co

manches drew off, the escape of the Carrizo scout probably making them 

fear the arrival of a rescue force. As they departed, they took sev-

44 
eral head of stock, among which was "Old Higgins." Ford's irritation 

over the loss may have bee:i assuaged when he considered the surprises 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," III, p. 566. 

^ Ibid., pp. 565-566. 
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in store for the unsuspecting brave whose property that irresponsible 

animal beeams. 

A thorough search of the area indicated that the Comanches had 

divided into small parties. Most of these little bands left trails 

leading toward the river. The trail whieh "Old Rip" followed led to

ward the settlements above Roma, a few miles upstream from Rio Grande 

City. As the trail looked very recent. Ford halted his detachment on 

the river bank to prepare for sudden action. On this particular scout, 

the captain carried a double-barreled shotgun. Holding one hammer back 

with his thumb while he jreached for a new percussion cap, he accidental

ly permitted the hammer to escape his grasp and to strike the nipple, 

on which remained a part of the fulminate of the previous cap. The 

barrel discharged with a roar. "A heavy noise was heard on the opposite 

side of the Rio Grande; a dust arose, and a party of Indians were in full 

sight at a full run." Dhder positive orders not to cross the river, the 

Rangers could only sit their acunts and swear in frustration.^'^ 

An event lAiieh gave Ford and his men a new insight into Comanche 

character occurred while the command was at Laredo. There suddenly ap

peared at Ford's eanp two Comanche squaws, the mothers of Came Muerto 

and Bad Finger, seeking news of their sons. Through the assistanee of 

Roque and Interpreter Warren lyons, a former Comanche prisoner who had 

joined the company. Ford was able to assure Carne Muerto's mother that 

her son w^s in good hands and was well treated. He convinced the other 

that her son's death was entirely due to the severity of his wounds. 

^^ SUte Gazette (Austin), December 12, 1857; Ford, "Mamoirs," 
III, pp. 566-569. 
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The courage and devotion the women displayed in making the dangerous, 

secret journey through military and Ranger defense lines touched sym

pathetic chords in the sentiments of the Texans, and the women remained 

for some time at Laredo, fed at Captain Burbank's orders. Finally they 

left, loaded with presents froro the admiring frontiorsmen. 

Hoping to afford better protection to the Webb County people and 

to the traders freighting over the Laredo-San Antonio road. Ford decid

ed to shift his camp from San Antonio Vlejo to a location better suited 

for his purpose. With Burbank's concurrence the Rangers coniucted re

connaissances throughout the region in search of a suitable headquarters 

location. Captain Ford finally found a place meeting his requirements, 

Los Ojuelos (the Little Springs), about forty miles east of Laredo on 

the Laredo-Corpus Christi road and near the headwaters of the San Juanito 

River. 

It was now late summer, almost time for the six-months' enlist

ment period to expire. Ford knew that some of his men wo\ild not re-

enlist, and he irished to reorganize his company before establishing his 

new headquarters. Consequently he marched his command to San Antonio 

to acquire recmits and to replenish his supplies by drawing on the 

department quartermaster. At San Antonio, Captain Larkin Smith, Eighth 

Infantry, mustered in the requisite Ranger reoruits, and Ford loaded 

his wagons with rations, arms, ammunition, and the other material of 

campaigning. His wants fulfilled, "Old Rip" and his men took the Laredo 

road. The first half of the return maroh was made without Incident, but 

at the Frio the Rangers met an imauspeoted obstacle. The stream, fed 

by recent rains, was running bank full under a cloudy sky when the com

pany reached it early one morning, and a cold norther was blowing. The 
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ford was deep beneath the muddy, hurrying waters and it was impossible 

to cross the loaded wagons. Immediately Ford ordered the stores un

loaded. That done, he had the wagons dragged by ropes through the 

flood. Working shoulder deep beside his men in the chill stream, he 

saw the last of the wagons across and then turned to the problem of 

moving the supplies. The Rangers hit upon an ingenious scheme which 

permitted the items to be moved well above the reach of the churning 

current. They threaded a strong rope through a stirrup and tied it 

securely to trees on either side of the river. Short ropes were then 

tied to the stirrup, as well as two long ropes, each as long as the 

river was %ride. The items of supply vere tied to the short ropes. 

Rangers on the south bank pulled the loaded stirrup across by one long 

rope, and others on the north bank pulled on the other long rope to 

haul the stirrup back for another load. It was slow, cold, careful 

work, but by dusk the company had made the transfer without loss. 

Ford and some of his men spent almost the entire day in the river, 

chilled by cold water and cold wind and suffering "considerably." 

It was a real ordeal for the Ranger captain, whose system was al

ready weak from the effects of the poisoned arrow and the exposure was 

46 
to tell upon him very soon. 

At Laredo, on September 23, the eempany was mustered out and 

47 
reraustered on the following day. "Kige" Highsmith departed, but the 

second lieutenancy was promptly filled by the election of energetic Ed 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 567-570. 

^7 Records Group No. 94, National Archives, Wiashington, D.C. 
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Burleson. The company was still the efficient fighting machine that 

"Old Rip" and his subordinates had made it, but it was with some sad

ness that the captain now surveyed his ranks. While every place was 

filled, three loyal faces were missing; Sullivan, Wilbarger, and Neal 

would no longer answer to reveille. Even before the company marched 

from laredo to San Antonio, the men had been plunged in gloom by news 

of their comrades. The three had assembled at San Antonio after fur

lough to return to San Antonio Vlejo. Having already overstayed their 

time, they were anxious to be off, and so disregarded the parting warn

ing of their captain. By San Patricio they rode, and by their old 

camp on the Santa Gertrudis. On August 20, some twenty miles southwest 

of the latter point, they stopped at a waterhole to "noon" in the shade 

of a lone mesquite. As they were mounting to ride on, a band of thirty 

Comanches appeared. The Rangers were well mounted and well armed. They 

could run or fight. They chose to fight. 

The error of their decision became immediately apparent. As the 

Indians advanced, one let fire with a long-range gun, and Sullivan, 

shot through the body, curled over the pommel of his saddle. Dismount

ing, one of his companions lifted Sullivan from his steed while the 

other tied the horse to the mesquite. "Doe", aware he was hit mortal

ly, demanded that Neal and Wilbarger make their escape. Before they 

could demur, a second whistling bullet crunched through Sullivan's 

skull and he fell back dead. Neal swung into his saddle but his horse 

bolted beneath the rope holding Sullivan's mount and the Ranger was 

swept to the ground. His horse, bearing his weapons tied to the saddle. 

^^Ford, "Mamoirs," III, p. 570 
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galloped away, ^ickly the Indians rounded up Neal's animal, took the 

weapons, and rode shooting around the Ranger, who on foot dodged vain

ly in an effort to escape the assault. At length Neal fell unconscious 

from loss of blood, bearing at least eight wounds, several of which 

probably would have been fatal to another man. How long he lay insen

sible, he never knew, but consciousness returned to him as the Comanches 

ware preparing to leave. Feigning death, he lay motionless \diile one 

warrior made a final inspection of the supposed corpse and the party 

departed. After the victors disappeared, Ifeal crawled painfully to the 

waterhole. 

For more than an hour he huddled by the pool, scarcely aware In 

his pain that Sullivan's body no longer lay beneath the mesquite. Neal 

had been stripped of his clothing, and five or six arrows protruded 

from his naked body like pins from a cushion, shot there by the trium

phant warriors in keeping with their customary treatment of dead foes. 

Several of these arrows Ifeal managed to work from his flesh, but his 

clumsy, painful efforts only resulted in the snapping off of the shafts 

of the rest. At length he dragged himself to his feet, set his face 

grimly toward San Patricio sixty-five miles away, and staggered north 

beneath the biasing rays of a South Tsxas August sun. 

The reeling, naked figure which several days later tottered into 

the little village was at first taken by the San Patricians for an 

Indian. Blistered and burned from sole to crown, feverish from his 

festering wounds, his tongue swollen almost past use, Neal was momentar

ily in danger of being shot down by his own countrymen. When finally 

he could make himself known, he was immediately taken to a doctor by 

sympathetic citizens, while others mounted and rode for the scene of 

file:///diile
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the attack. There they found what remained of the bodies of Sullivan 

and Wilbarger. The latter had carried a six-shooter, and blood splotches 

on the prairie indicated that he had employed it effectively. Sullivan's 

body apparently had been recognized by certain of the warriors, perhaps 

by soma of those who had been objects of his pin-sticking the previous 

year; it had been dragged aimlessly over the prairie and in other ways 

mutilated until identification was difficult. 

The attaek on Highsmith's men at San Antonio Vlejo was the last 

Comanche activity of the year near Laredo. Ford suspected that the as

sault had been an effort to liberate Carne Maerto, and that now the Co

manches would avoid the area so long as the young brave was a prisoner. 

It was fortunate for the fighting captain that the raids temporarily 

ceased, since his exposure to the chill of the Frio and the norther 

brought on an illness which incapacitated him for most of the following 

50 
winter and kept hia confined to Los Ojuelos and Fort Mcintosh. Walker 

and Burleson, however, kept the command actively patrolling. 

With the turn of the year. Ford's men were to see a change from 

the routine, uneventful patrols of the fall and early winter of 1850. 

Early in January, 1851, came an order from department headquarters to 

send Came ^tMrto to San Antonio. Burbank sent the order on to Ford, 

at Los Ojuelos, who detailed Burleson arid about twenty men to execute 

the mission. "Old Rip" believed that the transfer of the Comanche from 

Fort Mcintosh would bring trouble to the Laredo area, and subsequent 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," III, pp. 571-574; J.W. Wilbarger, Indian Dep
redations in Taxas (Austin, 1889), pp. 614-616. 

50 Ford, "Mamoirs," III, p. 570; ffl^gt^ Gazette (Austin), December 
12, 1857. 
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events proved hia right. Within two weeks a report reached the fort 

that a Msxioan hunter had been killed only a few miles from town. 

Ford, at Fort Mcintosh for medieal treatment, at once took the trail 

at the head of a saall party of Rangers and citizens, although he was 

so ill he scarcely could stay in the saddle. Signs showed that the 

hunter had been killed by a single Indian whom It was now too late to 

51 

overtake. Then, on January 30 or 31, news came of a bitter engage

ment involving Walker and most of his company. The report reached the 

still ailing Ford at Los Ojuelos. He iniaedlately rode for Laredo where 

he found both Walker and Burleson and their detachments and learned 

that they both had been in action. 

Walker, with twenty men, on January 19, while on a reconnaissance 

along the Arroyo '"ate, about fifty miles northeast of Laredo, had found 

a Comanche oaoqp site. The trail thence indicated that the band was 

by-passing the Ranger camp at Los Ojuelos and was heading for Maxico. 

Feeling E-'xre that the raiding party would return by the same route. 

Walker concealed his supplies in the brush and moved two miles to high 

ground, aiq>ly overgrown with bushes affording the patrol full cover. 

Two miles distant from his eaisp, at a high point on the trail. Walker 

stationed a picket, and placed another a mile nearer the canrp. For six 

days, in spite of the inpatience of the Rangers, Walker maintained a 

strict camp discipline with respect to concealment and lack of fire and 

smoke. On the sixth day his patience was rewarded by signals from his 

pickets, informing hia that the Indians were approaching. 

Two warriors, riding in advance of the main party, were permitted 

5^ Ford, "Mamoirs," III, pp. 575-576. 
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to pass the Ranger guards unmolested. Soon the main band came in 

sight, about seventeen braves driving a mixed herd of some two hundred 

mules and horses. Busy with their herding, the Comanches became aware 

of the Bangers only when Walker's charge was almost upon them. The 

liadlans fell back, but rallied at the whistle of their chief. Again 

they were dispersed, fleeing into the chaparral where pursuit was vir^ 

tually impossible. Walker then assembled his command and set the men 

to rounding up the eaptured herd. His own losses were insignificant. 

Sergeant Level's hand had been pinned to his saddle bow by an arrow, 

and before he could free hiaself his horse had been killed, entangling 

the sergeant in its' gear. I^oapt work by John F. Wilson dispatched 

a warrior about to transfix Level with his lance. Lavel's wound and 

his dead horse were the only Ranger mishaps. In addition to the cap

tured aniaals, the Rangers also took possession of a Maxiean youngster 

who had been captured by the raiders. Furthermore, they could count 

four enemy dead on the field, and about six wounded who had managed to 

escape. With the freed captive and the stock. Walker's party rode to 

Laredo, Whence the lad was returned to bis parents and the animals 

turned over to their I4ixiean owners through the Fort Mcintosh quarter-

* 52 
aaster. 

Burleson's report described an engagement much more severe than 

that of Walker's. Trotting baek from San Antonio on the Laredo road, 

53 
on January 27, Warren lyons discovered three Comanches riding not 

far from the Rangers. Burleson quickly chose eight men to help him 

^ Ford, "Msmoirs," III, pp. 577-578; ̂ tate Gazette (Austin), 
December 12, 1857. 

53 Ford, "Msmoirs," III, p. 582. 
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pursue the warriors, and ordered the remainder of the detachment to 

continue on toward Laredo. Then he and his small group set out on a 

three-alle chase of the braves. As he closed on them, they suddenly 

halted to give battle and were unexpectedly joined by eleven more dis

mounted Indians who had been lying in ambush for a train of traders' 

carts. Mistaking Burleson's order, the Rangers dismounted and the 

Comanches hurried to the attaek. 

The battle was fought on a barren plain devoid of all vegeta

tion; consequently, both foes attempted to use the Ranger horses for 

cover. The fighting was hand to hand, lanees, bows and arrows against 

the recently issued Colt revolvers and a few Colt carbines, with the 

combatants exehanging shots and blows beneath the bellies of the fran

tic mounts. lyons, translating rapidly for Burleson between shots, 

reported that the Comanches were yelling back and forth that they 

were defeated but did not know how to break off the engagement. Sud

denly they ceased to fight and took to their heels for the nearest 

thickets. Sam Duncan, riding back from the main party, came up as the 

fight ended to behold a veritable shambles. Of the nine Rangers en

gaged only two were untouched. Baker Barton had died on his feet from 

three mortal wounds, his desperate grip on his saddle horn holding him 

erect a few moments after death. William Lackey, down with three severe 

wounds, would die in about a week at Fort Melntosh of an arrow in his 

lung. Lieutenant Burleson presented a gory head, bleeding from a fur

row from which he had snatched an arrow. Jim Carr, with four painful 

wounds, including a perforated trigger finger, was explaining that "It 

was like clock work — every time I raised my Colt's carbine, they 

stuck an arrow in me." Alf Ttom, Jim Wilkinson, and Jack Spencer, each 
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with several severe wounds, were still belligerent. Only cool, delib

erate Ranger leaeh and Interpreter Warren lyons were unhurt. The latter 

had reverted to the fighting tactics learned as a Comanche warrior, and 

escaped unscathed because of his bobbing, bounding, and weaving maneu

vers during the fight, complaining all the while that his heavy boots 

were a handicap. 

The Coaanches were no better off. Four of their band lay dead 

on the plains, and another eight had dragged themselves away bleeding 

from Ranger bullets. The fact that they had left their dead was the 

best indication of their demoralized condition and the final proof that 

they had been hit hard. 

At Burleson's order, Duncan spurred a good horse hard for a water-

hole twenty miles toward Laredo, carrying with him the drained water 

gourds of the detachment. Burleson then set out in the direction of 

Laredo with his shattered complement, with Barton's body lashed on a 

mule. A few miles from the scene of the fight, the Rangers solemnly 

buried Barton atop a small hill and the detachment then moved on until 

about one o'clock in the afternoon, when Duncan galloped up with a 

supply of water. As the early January dusk fell, the command straggled 

up to the waterhole from \^ich Duncan had ridden, and went into canqp. 

Burleson sent forward a courier to Fort Mcintosh to report his plight 

to Captain Burbank. Burbank immediately dispatched a doctor and am

bulances to the Rangers, and Burleson's people reached the post on the 

evening of January 28. 

Soon after Burleson's fight. Ford and seventeen men rode to San 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," III, pp. 582-586; gtate Gazette (Austin), 
December 12, 1857. 
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Antonio on company business. Returning by the Laredo road to save 

their horses, they crossed the trail made a few days earlier by a large 

war party. After crossing the Nueces, the Rangers made a forced night 

march for water, Roque and lyons leading them toward a waterhole in a 

dry ravine. As they neared the ravine, they saw that the sky in that 

direction was lighted by lAat apparently was a large fire. Ford sent 

out soouts, drew up his command compactly, and moved cautiously toward 

what the Rangers believed was a large Indian encampment. The Rangers 

now carried six-shooters and some had Colt revolving carbines, giving 

the party a firepower of over one hundred shots without reloading. 

Ford, confident that his detachment could handle whatever a reconnaia-

sance might disclose, sent Roque, lyons, and Rountree forward to inves

tigate. They reported that a large party lay encamped at the spring. 

Just as Ford was about to order a charge, a Ranger accidentally dis

charged his pistol. There was a frantic stirring around the spring 

and an agitated American voice shouted, "Do not shoot, you will make 

those Indians run off." The shouting voice was recognized as that of 

Lieutenant S.F. Holablrd of the Fort Mcintosh garrison. 

Dismoiuiting, Ford took several Rangers and descended into the 

ravine. The first Indian he saw as he neared the fire %ms a shell-

decorated brave with whom he had exchanged shots on May 12, I85O. The 

leader of the band then came forward. Ford recognized him as an ac

quaintance he had made on the El Paso journey of 1849. The chief bore 

the name "Fusil Recortado", an appendage quickly translated by the 

Rangers as "Short Shot Gun." He explained that he was making a visit 

to Fort Mcintosh in the Interests of peace, and had notified the com

mander of his coming. Lieutenant Holablrd and several soldiers had 
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been sent to escort the band to the post. Ford and his men spent a 

wary night with the Comanches and marched with them to Laredo on the 

next day, where the red visitors found quarters in unoccupied cabins. 

During the period of the Comanche visit, the Rangers kept up a 

careful around-the-clock watch over the self-invited guests. In spite 

of the somewhat tense situation, relations became cordial enough that 

"Old Rip" gained a new relative. 

The captain made an acquisition to his family circle, ffr. Pi-
na-h^ach-man, by interpretation Mr. Saddle Blanket, was faaishing 
for another brother, upon whom to lavish his pent up fiffeetiens. 
He conferred that distinguished honor on the Ranger captain, and 
they becaae a aedern edition of Jonathan and David. . . . When 
too late, Warren Lyons notified his superior officer that the as
sumed relationship might give him trouble in the future. It meant 
a sort of alliance which obligated the parties not to fight each 
other, to render mutual assistanee in case of peril, etc. To the 
honor of the Comanche let it be stated that, in I858, and 1859, 
he remained true to his pledge. 

The peaceful visit ended suddenly. lyons burst into Ford's quar

ters one night with word that the brave \iho wore the shell belt was 

drunk and loading his gun to kill Roque, believing him responsible for 

the death of a brother killed in the fifî t of the preceding May. Quidc-

ly and quietly the Ranger officer assembled his company and moved cau

tiously on the Comanche cabins. All was quiet there; an examination 

revealed that the guests had speedily and secretly decamped. Since 

they had ostensibly come in peace, they were permitted to depart in 

the same fashion. Several days later, the Rangers followed their trail 

and learned from the signs that Short Shot Gun's band had joined the 

now homeward bound war party whose trail Ford had crossed on the march 
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from Laredo. 

On March 23, 1851, Ford's company ended another enlistment pe

riod. At Camp Los Ojuelos on that day the company was mustered out 

and immediately again mustered back into service for the fourth six^ 

56 
months' period. This was to be the last enlistment for the "Old 

Rangers." It was a time for them of much riding and patrolling, but 

one in \rtiich they were unable to bring the Indians to combat. The 

Comanche expeditions ceased for a time; those far-riding warriors 

wsre weary of incursions frequently resulting In disaster. Seminoles 

raided frequently across the border, escaping before the Rangers 

could come up with them, but incidents now became so few that the 

border residents took heart. Stockmen returned to their ranges and 

the traders' carts rumbled again over the lonely roads with little 

fear In the hearts of the cartmen. As the feeling grew that the de

partment comaander would not much longer consider the Ranger auxil

iaries necessary. Ford and his men determined not to remuster when 

57 
their time should expire. In September, Ford received notice at 

Los Ojuelos to march his company to Laredo for mustering out, where, 

on September 23, 1851, the frontiersmen were officially severed from 

58 
the federal serviee. It was a solemn occasion for these fighting 

comrades of two years' association as they stood in ranks for the 

last time and listened to the farewell speech of their oaptain. 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," III, pp. 588-592. 

^^ Records Group No. 94* National Archives, Washington, D.C. 

5*7 Ford, ">femoirs," III, pp. 596-597. 

5^ Records Group No. 94, National Archives, Washington, D.C. 
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"Old Rip"'s final words to the hardy men who had followed him 

into combat dwelt on the ties which bound the company together and on 

the pain which separation brought. His appeal for their orderly return 

to society revealed the true character of this frontier captain. 

In the transition from Rangers to citizens we should strive 
to render ourselves as useful in the one sphere as, I hope, we 
have been bold and efficient in the other. Ours has been a wild 
life. Me have had the utmost latitude of conduct that could be 
allowed within the pale of law and propriety. Let us remember 
that we are about to return to the plaee of abode, where wo 
shall mingle with relatives and friends, who have a right to 
circumscribe our actions within the bounds of civil life. 

We must not forget our responsibility to the laws and usages 
of soeiety. A brave nan generally makes a good, peaceable citi
zen. When the test is applied to us it is to be hoped that we 
will not be found wanting.^^ 

It was a gloomy parting on the Laredo plaza as the cwnpany broke 

ranks for the last time and eaoh Ranger sought the hand of his neigh

bor. That feeling of despondency was not, however, confined to the 

little border town. Mixed with apprehension, it crept across lower 

Texas and eventually found its expression through the editorial colximns 

of the San Antonio Ledger* in an item \rtiich mingled praise for Ranger 

acecnpllshments with a foreboding of events to come. 

Now that the company is disbanded, the Indians \rho have so much 
dreaded its presence as to abandon their visits altogether to the 
country through which it ranged, can again carry devastation and 
death, with little dread of molestation, from the Nueces to the 
Rio Grande. Again they can resume their cattle-stealing and 
scalping forays along a whole line of settlements, from the farms 
and ranehes above Laredo to Davis' ranch, and from thence across 
the country to Corpus Christi. The property and lives of the 
citizens of Laredo, in particular, fell a dally prey to marauding 
bands of Indians until Capt. Ford's company of Rangers was sta-

59 Ford, "Memoirs," III, p. 597. Fort's farewell address was pub
lished in the State Gazette (Austin), October 11, 1851. 
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tiened within striking distance of the town, and a short period 
afterward — a very brief one indeed, as in a rapid succession 
a bloody and victorious encounters with the Indians, soon 
taught them that Rangers coidd ride, shoot, and maneuver rather 
differently from mounted infantry. It is to be hoped that Gov. 
Bell will redeem his promise to give the frontier protection. 
The ranging companies have done good serviee; the abandoned 
farms and ranehes have been re-settled during their service; 
and the roads have been freed from danger to the traveller and 
the merchant. We hope Gov. Bell will recall them immediately 
to protect,the frontier, or it will be again devastated and 
destroyed.^" 

While the enlistment period of Ford's company had been drawing 

toward a close, a situation which was to involve hia and some of his 

Rangers developed below the Rio Grande. There Texas-born, Virginia-

educated Jose Maria Carbajal, supported by the newly organized Liber

al Party and some of the northeastern Mexican towns, had proclaimed a 

revolution against the central government. Carbajal's object was the 

establishment of a separate republic along the Rio Grande, to be gov

erned under the demoeratie Plan of La Loba, promulgated at the time 

the revolution was announced. Carbajal, known well and favorably to 

most of the leading citizens along the south Texas frontier, reeeived 

from some of them, notably the wealthy and influential Brownsville 

merchant, Charles Stillaan, assurances of financial and military sup-

62 

port. John Salmon Ford was among those who promised armed assis

tance . 

^ Quoted in Ford, "Mamoirs," III, pp. 599-600. 

^^ Handbook of Texas, ̂ I, p. 294; Ford, "?%nioirs," IV, pp. 627-628. 

62 
?̂]??*"'fff "f 1̂?? ĈTf'̂ '̂ '-̂ r?? 0^ Investigation Sent in 1873 by the 

Maxiiĵ aq Governaent to the Frontier of Texas. Translated from the Of
f i c i a l Edition Made in jfexi^oflfew York, 1875), p. 189. Hereafter 
cited as R ,̂por<fg Qf th^ C^n^ttee of Investigation. 
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Sympathetie as were the Texans for the anti-clerical, republi

can alas of Carbajal, their offers of succor were extended in no al-

truistie spirit. In return they demanded that the Maxiean border 

should no longer provide a sanctuary for runaway slaves, of \rtiom an 

estimated three thousand had eseaped across the Rio Grande from Texan 

63 
bondage. Furthermore, south Texas merchants objected vehemently to 

the high tariff duties and other legal obstacles \^ieh Maxico had 

placed in the way of Texas trade across the border; the Texans stip

ulated that this condition too must be changed. Carbajal agreed not 

only to return to Texas authorities all escaped slaves and to sponsor 

vigorously legislation making their escape into Mexico a felony, but 

also to urge additional legislation to remove the legal barriers re

straining Texan-Mexiean commerce. Satisfied by those guarantees, 

Texans advanced him funds for a war chest, and recruits from Texas 

and Louisiana began to seek the I^berallsta standard. 

At Rio Grande City, Carbajal assembled his troops, including a 

64 
number of Texans v^ose presence distressed his Msxican supporters. 

In mid-September the Liberalistas crossed the Rio Grande and captured 

Caaargo, about six miles inland on the Salado. Carbajal's vietorious 

force then went into camp to await the arrival of its seeond-in-eom-

65 
aand, "Rip" Ford. 

^^ Ford, "Maaoirs," IV, p. 628. Since there was no legal slavery 
in M9xieo, Mexican officials remained passive in the face of Texan 
demands for the return of such valuable property. 

^ Reportfi of the Committee ^f Investigation, p. 188. Carbajal 
then promised his Mexican supporters to enlist no more Americans. 

°5 » . , , i^ose conduct during the whole course of his life has 
ever been absolutely hostile to Mexico." ^poyts of the Committee of 
Inveatigation. p. 189. 
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"Old Rip" was on the way. Immediately after the discharge of 

his company at Laredo he had set out on the hundred-mile ride for Ca-

margo, accompanied by Andy Walker and twenty-eight other ex-Rangers, 

armed and equipped at his own expense. About October 1 the little 

troop rode into Carbajal's cemp, where Ford was promptly commissioned 

a Libyralista colonel and placed in command of all the American vol

unteers, designated the Auxiliary Troops, most of yhom were still at 

66 
Brownsville whore they had mustered under Captain Edward Herd. At 

Cauaargo ex-Ranger Ford met an aggregation of adventurous Americans of 

kindred spirits. Commanding the Liberalista artillery, with the rank 

of major, was the buoyant, six-foot Virginia lawyer and soldier^of-

fortune, Roberdeau Chatham Wheat, who had seen serviee as a cavalry 

commander in the Mexican Wiar. "Rob" Wheat, afterwards, would serve 

%rith William Walker in Nicaragua, again in Mexico with General Juan 

Alvares, with Garibaldi in Italy, and finally irnder Stonewall Jack

son, before death should catch him at Gaines' Mill on a hot June day 

67 
eleven years hence. Captain Joseph D. Howell, a towering Mlssis-

sippian and a brother-in-law of Jefferson Davis, headed sixty sturdy 

68 
New Orleans volunteers. Also in can^ were Major James Taylor, 

Ford's immediate subordinate, and Colonel John L. Haynes, who, like 

Ford, later, in the Civil War, commanded a Texas cavalry regiment. 

^ Ford, "Jfemoirs," IV, p. 629. 

°'̂  Ibid.; Douglas Southall Freeman, Lee's Lieutenants. A Study 
In Coamand (New York, 1942), pp. 87-88, 525. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 640. 
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69 
except that his men wore blue. These were fighting men of "Rip" 

Ford's pattern and he looked forward with anticipation toward campaign

ing with such comrades-in-arms. 

On Oetober 9, Carbajal and his aricy set out confidently toward 

Matamoros, ninety-odd miles downstream, where General Francisco Avalos 

commanded the main body of the Government's frontier troops — Central-

istas. Ford called them. Only token resistance was offered at the 

small villages en route, so ineffectual that Ford described the march 

70 
as "uneventful." The Carbajal command arrived at the outskirts of 

Matamoros on or about October 21 and proceeded to eaqpcl the Central-

ietas from Fort Parades, a defensive work on the northwest edge of the 

city. The elated troops of the "youthful general" (so "Rob" Wheat 

facetiously styled Carbajal) were played into the fort by the trium

phant braying of the Liberalista band, and they soon welcomed Captain 

Herd and between three and four hundred Americans of the Brownsville 

muster. Some of the reinforcements continued to live in Brownsville, 

crossing the river each evenizig to fight and returning home in the 

71 
early morning to sleep in security and to attend to personal affairs. 

On the next morning Ford began the operation designed to seize 

the city. In brisk house-to-house fighting of the type conducted by 

Hays' Rangers in the Mexiean War, Ford led the Auxiliary Tt'oops as 

far as the northwest corner of Matamoros' main plaza before they were 

halted by heavy artillery fire. At that point Ford demanded relnforce-

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 632. 

'^^Jbid., pp. 629-630. 

'̂ ^ Reports of the Committee of Investigation, p. 189. 
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ments to prevent being cut off by a Centralista flanking movement. 

Carbajal sent not reinforcements but an order to withdraw, r̂tiich Ford 

thought unwise and ignored, even a second and a third time. Finally 

he obeyed, after some difficulty in convincing the enraged Americans 

that a revolutionary army could achieve success only if it observed 

72 
discipline. The A\ixiliary Troops retired slowly to Fort Baredes 

at dusk and spent the night uneasily outside the earthworks, attempt

ing to sleep in a pouring rain that daaqpened their gunpowder beyond 

use. Ford felt that his attack had inflicted heavy loss on the enemy; 

his own casualty list numbered one killed and two wounded, one of the 

latter probably being John E. Wilson of the "Old Ranger" contingent. 

In the morning Ford renewed the attack, and again the Americans 

fought their way to the edge of the plaza. Once again the concentrated 

artillery and musketry fire of the Centrallstas pinned down the invad

ers. In an atteapt to locate the source of the small-aras fire. Ford 

thirust his head through the doorway of his command post. A musket ball 

penetrated his hat and plowed a deep furrow in his scalp, producing a 

concussion not iaaediately apparent. Soon, however. Colonel Ford 

found that he could no longer remember words. Major Taylor thereupon 

assumed command of the Auxiliary Troops and Ford was taken across the 

river to the home of Judge William W. Dunlap, in Brownsville, where an 

army surgeon from Fort Brown dressed the wound. Here he remained until 

72 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 632. 

^ Ibid., pp. 631-632; A.J. Sowell, Early Settlers and Indian 
Fighter^ of Southwest Texas (Austin, 1900), p. 826. Wilson was called 
"Black Tan" by the Rangers. 



144 

the siege of Matamoros dragged to its dismal conclusion.'''^ It woUd 

have provided an incident of some dramatic quality had the dashing 

colonel been nursed by the twelve-year-old Addle Smith, a Brownsville 

maid who ten years later became Mrs. John S. Ford. tJnfortunately for 

romance, nothing of the sort seenis to have occurred. 

At the end of the month. Ford heard that Carbajal had withdrawn 

from Matamoros upon learning that the Centralista General Antonio 

76 
Canales was on his way to reinforce Avalos' garrison. '̂  Although his 

wound was far from healed. Ford immediately called for his horse and 

set out to join the Liberalistas. Failing to locate the command after 

a ride of a dozen miles upstream, he returned to Brownsvl!le to wait 

until he should learn where Carbajal had halted. Ihformation soon 

came that the army had fallen back to Reynosa, on the Rio Grande about 

sixty miles above Matamoros. Ford promptly booked passage on the next 

upstream King and Kenedy steamboat and shortly thereafter disembarked 

at the Liberalista camp. 

At headquarters Ford learned that Carbajal had resolved to sus

pend operations until he could recruit his forces. Both Texan and 

Mexican troops had deserted in substantial numbers, the Tsxans seeing 

76 
little likelihood of receiving the promised $25 per month pay and 

the Mexicans believing that American participation in the revolution 

'^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 633-634. 

'̂^ Ibid., pp. 636-637. Canales' son was on Carbajal's staff. 

'̂^ Hubert Howe Bancroft, The History of Mexico (6 vols.; San Fran
cisco, 1887), V, p. 603. The Americans were to be permitted to loot. 
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had perverted it into a mere filibustering expedition.'^^ Ford, however, 

remained busy. For the excellence of his service until the time of his 

injury, he was promoted to the command of a brigade, but until the com-

paign should be resumed he was to attempt to recruit other Texans. In 

late November or early December, 1851, with a three-man escort and $64 

in expense money. Brigadier Ford arrived in Austin, where, with a w r y 

eye cocked toward United States neutrality laws, he began his unfrult-

78 
ful efforts to augment Carbajal's ranks. 

Ford's reeruiting program was soon interrupted by a Texas polit

ical developaent. The death in Austin on December 26 of General Edward 

Burleson of the Sixteenth District created a vacancy in the state Senate. 

To fill the vacancy, a special election was called in the district, com

posed of Travis, Hays, and Gillespie counties. At the solicitation of 

79 
Austin friends. Ford stood for the senatorshlp and, in the election on 

January 12, 1852, was elected over Major Clem R. Johns, on the strength 

80 
of the Travis County returns. Senator Ford immediately took up his 

seat and participated diligently until the adjournment of the legisla

ture on February 16. Then he prepared to rejoin Carbajal, apparently 

seeing nothing incongruous about a situation under which a Brigadier 

General of a Msxican revolutionary acted as a Texas State Senator. 

77 
Reports of the Committee of Investigation* p . 189. 

'̂ ^ Ford, ">femoirs," IV, p. 638. 

"^Jbld., p. 643. 
^^ l^te Gazette (Austin), January 17, 1852. Of the votes cast 

in Travis County, Ford received 174. His two rivals. Major Clement 
R. Johns and Josiah Fisk, received forty-three and forty-two votes 
respectively. 
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The insurgent isfe, meanwhile, had attempted unsuccessfully to 

revive the flame of revolution. Late in November, 1851, he had been 

repulsed at Cerralvo. Again, this time at Caaargo in February, 1852, 

he had been repelled, and he had withdrawn to Rio Grande City, where 

Ford reported to hia the iapossibillty of procuring additional Texas 

recruits. Lack of fui^s had spelled failure for the mission. 

He was apprised that the class of men likely to engage in 
such a serviee are seldom blessed with a superfluity of the 
good things of this world, particularly soul-endangering gold 
and silver. Recruits would have been numerous had there been 
funds on hand to purchase outfits in advance. As matters 
stood there were few who eould furnish means to purchase the 
articles needed. 

While the lack of funds may have been a major reason for the 

failure of the La Loba movement, there were other important factors. 

Carbajal, in the minds of his Mexican supporters, was "muy Agringado' 

/ X 81 

(much Americanized) and not to be trusted fully. Furthermore, the 

political sagacity shown by General Avalos in obtaining lower tariff 

duties, after the siege of Matamoros, had removed from Carbajal's 
82 

hands a good cause for Texan support. Ford's own opinion was that 
Carbajal's failure to use his anay as a whole at Matamoros, and his 

dissipating of Its strength by the employment of small, \insupported 

8^ 
detachments, had spelled failure for the revolutionists. 

A final effort to obtain finances to support Carbajal's revo-

^^ Ford, "Mbmoirs," IV, pp. 640-642; Reports of the Committee 
of Investigation, pp. 18<>-190. 

^2 Bancroft, History of Jfexico, V, p. 604. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 633-634. 
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lution was made when a number of prominent Texans met in Corpus Christi 

in May of 1852, holding what was termed the "Corpus Christi Fair." 

Both Carbajal and Ford were present and, according to the latter. Colo

nel H.L. Kinney, Ashbel Smith, Benjamin F. Terry, General Hugh McLeod, 

General H. Clay Davis, Major James H. Durst, William Maltl^, and V.M. 

Mann were also there. Many of the group already had supplied funds 

they would never regain, and the "Fair" ended with no provision for 

further support for the ambitious general. 

"Rip" Ford's partieipation in the revolution subjected him to 

criticism from some of his frieivis. He felt, however, that they had 

misunderstood his motives. "They did not know he was endeavoring to 

give additional support to an institution of the South. They over

looked the fact that a man has £aj right to assist a people who are 

resisting tyranny and battling for the exercise of their privileges 

as free men." 

^ Ford, "hfemoirs," IV, p. 64^. Carbajal told Ford that Richard 
King and Mlflin Kenedy offered to finance Carbajal's operations if the 
latter would permit an American to exereise military conmiand. 

85 Ibid., p. 639. 



CHAPTER V 

PRINTER'S INK AND POLITICS 

The year 1852 brought a pronounced change in the activities of 

John S. Ford. The acrid odor of black powder smoke faded from his 

nostrils, to be replaced by the familiar, pungent smell of printer's 

ink. In October he entered into negotiations with Phlneas de Cordova, 

who, since November, 1849, had been publishing the South-Western Amer

ican in Austin. The masthead of the American for November 5 informed 

its readers that Ford rather than de Cordova was the publisher. Im

mediately across Congress Avenue from Ford's office \fas the establish

ment of the Texas State Gazel^te. under the proprietorship of Major 

William R. Scurry and Wade Has^ton, who had acquired the business late 

2 
in September. They welcomed the ex-Ranger to the capitol's newspaper 

fraternity, commenting that he had "the reputation of being a good 

writer and a courteous gentleman; he is, besides, an old Texian, thor

oughly acquainted with the history and resoiirces of the state, and 

will be able to make his paper a very interesting sheet. We welcome 

3 
him to the ranks editorial right cordially." 

Hampton, \riio performed most of the Gazette's editorial duties, 

soon had reason to regret the cordiality of his welcome. Largely be

cause the two editors were affiliated with opposing political factions, 

"the usual rivalry sprang xxp. Two newspaper firms seldom preserve har-

^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XIII, p. 64; Ford, "Jfemoirs," IV, p. 645. 

2 Tfiî s State Gazette (Austin), Oetober 2, 1852. Ford, "Memoirs," 
IV, p. 645. 

T^xaa State Gazette (Austin), November 13, 1852. 
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monious relations when divided by a street only, and it is hard for 

either of the editors to do anything the other does not fiixi out." 

Certainly there was a difference of opinion concerning the ill-fated 

Ja Loba uprising. Ex-Brigadier Ford used the columns of his news

paper to defend his former chief. In the Aoerican of November 17, 

1852, the first issue to bear Ford's name as editor, there appeared 
5 

Carbajal's agreement to the return of runaway slaves. News from the 

Rio Grande made Ford aware that he was well out of the Insurrection. 

The Gazette of June 26 had reprinted a Galveston News account of the 

exeeution in Matamoros on June 14 of four eaptured Liberalistas. two 

of whom, George Williams and Robert McDonald, were Americans, the last 

6 

named having been one of Ford's "Old Rangers." Late in November an

other Gazette item related the capture and hanging of W.T. Cake JjOnkef?, 
7 

the county olerk of Starr County, after a Carbajal repulse at Caaarg"). 

Ford scarcely had begun publication of his paper before he had 

another journalistic opportuziity. On November 24, one of the American's 

competitors, the Texa^ Ranger, was destroyed by fire. Its publisher, 

Joseph Lancaster, had no intention of abandoning the enterprise, for 

by December 11 he had announced his determination to re-establish the 
8 

paper with John S. Ford as its editor. When the Ranger did re-appear 

soon afterward, it did not do so under Ford's guidanee, for he went his 

^Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 645. 

^ ^th-Wiestern American (Austin), November 17, 1852. 

^ Texas State Gazette (Austin), June 26, 1852. 

'̂  Ibid.^ November 27, 1852. 

^ Ibid.M December 11, 1852. 
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own way with the A"»rican for another year. Characteristically he pre

ferred to continue uncircumscribed by a publisher's views. Soon there

after. Ford plunged energetically into the activities of the Democratic 

Party. At an organizational meeting in the capitol in June, 1853, he 

was chosen a member of the Demoeratie State Central Coamittee, to serve 

9 

from June 15, 1853, to December 8, 1854. A few days later. Ford edito

rially committed the American to the active support of Colonel M.T. 
10 

Johnson's candidaey. 

When in July a rumor that Ford was preparing to depart for the 

Rio Grande reached the Gazettg office, that Pease-for-Governor organ 

promptly accused Ford of launching a leaflet-spreading campaign to in

fluence the uninformed Mexiean-Aaerican vote in Jdtinson's favor. Ford 

explained that the purpose of his visit was to obtain affidavits testi

fying to his Ranger serviee, so that he aight collect a year's arrears 

of pay. He would take, he wrote, his horse, a pack mule, two pistols, 

and, perhaps, a couple of saddle-bags filled with leaflets bearing in

formation about a worthy candidate. The explanation did not satisfy 

Hampton, who retorted that it made little difference what Ford took on 

the trip. Inasmuch as he was "non corapos" as a result of a head wound 

received at Matamoros, which very probably had permitted his "not 

overly plentiful supply of brains to leak out." In his next issue, 

however, Hanqpton did what was rare in that era of personal journalismj 

he admitted that perhaps his language toward his contemporary had been 

9 Texas State Gazette (Austin), Juiie 25, 1853. 

^Q South-We stern American (Austin), June 25, 1853. 



151 

11 
too harsh. With this admission Ford succinctly agreed. 

The high regard entertained in Austin for John S. Ford had been 

aade evident r̂tien the young men of the city, meeting on the night of 

August 30, 1852, to form a volunteer infantry company to be called the 

12 
Travis Guards, eleeted ex-Ranger Ford to be their captain. A further 

illustration of his prestige and influence in the municipality is the 

fact that his friends, during the fall of 1853, prevailed upon him to 

become a candidate for mayor in the Deeember eity eleetions. Votes of 

the younger eitizens might be attracted by his colorful Ranger exploits, 

but the majority of Austin residents remembered his legislative efforts 

to promote the welfare of the thriving frontier village. Daring his 

short term in the state senate In 1852, Senator Ford had introduced 

and carried to passage a bill aaending the several acts for the incorpor

ation of the eity. Ford's bill had defined the city Halts, had speci

fied the method of establishing and colleeting a^ valorem taxes, and 

had provided an additional license fee of ten dollars on businesses 

13 
serving liquor. That these changes were desired by a majority of 

Austin voters became evident when, on December 31, they went to the 

14 
polls to make their versatile townsman Mayor Ford for the year 1854. 

It would be incorrect to assume that Mayor Ford's administration 

brought signifleant changes to the city. It is true that he was prl-

^^ South-We^terq American (Austin), August 6, 1853. The argument 
began in the Gazette issue of July 11 and ended on August 6. 

^^ Tbxas State Gazette (Austin), September 4, 1852. 

^^ H.P.N. Ganmel (eomp.), jhe Laws pf Texas (10 vols.; Austin, 
1898), III, pp. 151-152. 

^ Texas State Tlaes (Austin), January 7, 1854. 
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aarily responsible for the passage of an ordinance which took effect on 

Sunday, April 25, prohibiting further Sunday liquor sales, an act 

which strongly reflected hie personal attitude. In later years, an 

Austin resident, W.C. Walsh, remembered Ford's administrative platform 

as being "That city is governed best \Aiich is least governed." Walsh 

also recalled that Mayor Ford "spent much time in trying to convince 

hiaself that a board of aldermen was not necessary," and one may imagine 

those officials peraitting their tentative proposals to lapse faltering-

ly into silence as the disapproving blue eyes of the sturdy mayor swung 

their way. 

Nor did Mayor Ford squander municipal funds on the employment 

of a city marshal. He proposed to fulfill that function hiaself, and, 

soon after his inauguration, he demonstrated his method. Early one 

morning, a self-styled "bad man," gaudily attired and splendidly mount

ed, rode into town "and proceeded to 'tank up'. By noon he was noisy 

anl trying to convince the public that he was the most dangerous of 

living aniaals by shooting off his pistol." Attracted by the shots, 

the mayor hurried to the saloon. After pausing at the door to apprize 

himself of the situation, he stepped quietly before the roisterer and 

calmly announced that the disturbance must cease immediately. Momen

tarily aghast at the temerity of the quiet, uniii?)Osing person before 

him, the peace-disturber, upon recovering his equanimity, loosed a 

withering blast of profane inveetive reflecting a highly uncompliment-

1^ Texas State Times (Austin), April 24, 1854-. 

16 priLd.. January 7, 1854. J.W. Lawrence, N.C. Raymond, T.P< 
Cartmell, L.D. Carrington, and T. Bostick were among his aldermen 
then elected. 
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ary opinion of his restrainer. When he paused briefly for breath, the 

mayor stated his ultimatum: "We do not want your sort of people in 

our town and I give you an hour to get beyond the city limits." 

As Ford turned to depart, the stranger assured him that he would 

not leave in an hour or in any other time until he was ready. Still 

soft-spoken, the mayor calmly answered, "That is a question for you to 

settle as you see fit, but, if you are determined not to go, just leave 

with the bar keeper what disposition you want made of your horse and 

outfit." 

With the official's disappearance, the stranger lapsed into com

parative sobriety. He queried the bartender thoughtfully, "Who is 

that bluffer?" 

Bluntly came the reply, "That is Old Rip Ford, our mayor. He 

is a doetor and if I wanted to enjoy long life I would rather take his 

advice than that of any man I know." 

The subdued wayfarer gulped a final drink. "Pardner," he said, 

"you please tell your mayor I wouldn't stay in his d . . . d town if 

he made me a present of the whole she-bang. A pretty mayor who doesn't 

17 
encourage new comers to settle in his town — Adlos!" 

During 1854, Ford's duties as mayor reeeived less attention than 

his other projects. By the beginning of the year, he had diseontinued 

publication of the South-We stern American, had acquired Captain Joe 

Walker and Wilson Davidson as partners, and had begun to use the former 

1^ Captain W.C. Walsh, "Austin in the Making," Austin Statesman. 
February 24, 1924. Walsh's article ran serially in the Sunday issues 
of the ^atesman from January 27 to April 27 inclusive. 
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18 
American offlee and equipment to issue the Texas Stat^ l̂ mfty. The 

Texas State Times, according to its editor, became "the largest weekly 

in the state, except the Galveston News, and eontalned quite as much 

19 

reading matter as the New?." To the Times columns Austin's political

ly conscious pepulation turned for most of their information. Keenly 

aware of the shifting winds of politics. Ford had begun to keep watch 

on the progress of the upstart Native American, or "Know Nothing," 

Party. Late in March, 1854f in an editorial of a patemal rather than 

a threatening vein. Ford admonished the old-line Democrats of the state 

20 
to beware of a coalition of Whigs and Native Americans. 

But not all the ^mep editorials in the spring of 1854 were 

concerned with matters political. Like other editors of his day. Ford 

voiced opinion and sprinkled advice on a multitude of topics. The 

editorial coliimns of a single issue mi^t include such varied items as 

"Old Rip"'s diatribe against Phlneas T. Bamum's projected baby show 

in New York and a short admonition on the importance of proper Instal-

21 
lation of lightning rods. When a gleaning of the exchange papers 

failed to produce enough developments to afford comment, there were 

always letters to the editor from subscribers who wished to make a point 

or take issue with an editorial opinion. If the editor were fortunate, 

his mail aight yield a oonmunicatlon contentious enough to draw answeiv 

ing fire from other readers, and the matter would be fought out in the 

^^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XI, p. 46. 

19 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 645. 

20 Texas State Times (Austin), March 24, 1854. 

^^ M^., April 24, 1854. 
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pages of the Times. In June, 1854, the editorial pyrotechnics of Austin 

were given an additional inpetus when John Marshall, former editor of 

the Jaekson ?B.asiS8iPDlan. purchased Wade Hanqpton's interest in the 
22 

gtate Gazette. Marshall, experienced in the rough-and-tumble of 

Mississippi political journalisa, was a foe worthy for Ford to cross 

23 
pens with. His journal was to emerge as the voice of Texas Democracy 

%Aien Ford left the party to promote the interests of the Know Nothing 

movement in the state, a movement which resulted in party organization 

in the fall of 1854. 

"Of all the states in the South, Texas presented specially fav-

orable conditions for the entranee of the Aaerioan party." Not only 

did the border on Louisiana, where nativlsm was a stronger factor in 

politics than it was in any other southern state, but Texas also was 

the only state in the South to have a foreign country as a neighbor. 

In addition, her relatively numerous foreign population was not center

ed in the large cities as in other states, but was diffused among the 

25 
agrarian and frontier population. Her German settlements, which the 

wayfaring Frederick Law Olastead found to be almost foreign worlds in 

26 
themselves, were the objects of suspicion of south Texas Americans 

22 Texas State Times (Austin), June 3 , 1854. 

^^ W.S. Oldhaa, "Colonel John Marshall," The Southwestern Hls-
torioal Quarterly, XX (July, 1916-April, 1917), pp. 132-138. 

^ W. Darrell Overdyke, ]>iff Know Ifothing Party In the South 
(Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 1950), p . 27. 

25 Ibid. , pp. 27-30. 

26 Frederick Law Olmstead, A Journey Through Texas (New York, 
1860), p . 143. 
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who resented German disapproval of slavery. Her Mexican population, 

although politically significant in relatively few counties, could be 

found throughout the southern half of the state. 

The principle of unionism, contributed to the Native American 

program by its former Whig adherents, was a aajor reason for Ford's 

27 
supporting the Know Nothings. The introduction Into Congress of the 

Kansas-I^ebraska bill had resulted in a wave of acrimonious debate not 

only in Washington but all through the country. Secession sentiment 

became articulate among Democrats in the southern states, and Ford, 

who in 1854 believed strongly in both unionism and slavery, hoped to 

help check its rising tide in his state. Of the purely nativistic 

doctrines of the Know Nothings, Ford favored especially their proposal 

to lengthen to twenty-one years the period of residence necessary be-

28 
fore a foreign-born resident might exercise the franchise. 

One tenet of Native Americanism, however, Ford was never able 

to adopt; that was the anti-Catholic attitude i^ich was a fundamental 

29 

principle of the order. Although devoutly religious, and a Protest

ant adherent, he was a member of no church and entertained no ill-feel

ing toward any individual based on a difference of religious opinion. 

It was only in his old age that he affiliated with the Presbyterians; 

until that time, innate good character shaped his conduct and outlook. 

As a result, the avowedly Know Nothing Times carried very few anti-

Catholic editorials. Those whieh did appear were written by the asso-

27 Overdyke, Know Npt^ing Party in the South, p. 116. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 647-649. 

29 Ibid., p. 647. 
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elate editor, James A. Beveridge, and were printed only in Ford's ab-
30 

sence from Austin. 

Ford supported the general feeling in Texas that the employment 

of Mexican labor, in conjunction with slaves, was an unsound practice, 

sinee the free Mexicans created dissatisfaction among the negroes and 

31 
encouraged many to run away. The problem moved Austin residents to 

call a citizens' meeting on Oetober 7, 1854, with Ford in the ehair. 

Resolutions calling for the ejection of transient Mexicans and for ctir-

tailaent of negro activities were approved at the meeting. Negroes 

were not to be permitted to "hire their own time" (i.e., to work for 

pay for others when their masters had no tasks for them); to live away 

from %diite sripervision; to congregate for religious or social purposes 

without a responsible white person being present. The eitizens also 

resolved to refuse to do business with any white who was too lax in the 

32 
supervision of his slaves. One week later a coaaittee, with Ford as 

chairaan, was formed to discourage Austin residents in the employment 

33 
of ^fexican labor. 

Ihe comaittee, however, had to begin functioning without its of

ficial chairman, for Ford left Austin, about the middle of October, on 

a mission of state service. Governor £lisha M. Pease had ealled out 

six Ranger companies for three months' service. One was to assemble 

at Goliad, under Captain Wllliaa R. Henry, and Ford was dispatched to 

^° Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 647. 

^^Jbi^., pp. 655-656. 

^2 yexas State Times (Austin), October 14, 185-̂ . 

33 Brown, "Annals," Ch. IVI, p. 35. 
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that point to muster the company into state service, should i t s organi-
3A zation and equipment pass his Inspection. James A. Beveridge, \Aio 

o r 

had become Ford's assistant, was left in charge of the Times. On 

October 28 the Times published a letter from Ford to Beveridge, in which 

Ford reported he had inspected and mustered the company. With an eye 

to the interests of his rural subscribers. Ford wote that an epidem

ic of "black tongue" had broken out at Caaargo and Rio Grande City, but 

that corn and other crops were doing well because of the extremely wet 
36 

weather. 

The visit to Goliad also provided Sditor Ford an opportunity to 

colleet data concerning Texas history, a project in which he had become 

tremendously interested. From a Goliad resident, a Mexican War comrade-

in-arms. Ford obtained an eye-witness account of the massacre in 1836 

of Fannin's command, as the then six-year-old Henry Scott remembered 

seeing it. The notes taken in the interview went into Ford's expanding 

file of Texiana, from where they eventually were transferred to the 
37 

columns of the yim^p. 

In Deeember, Ford eigain took brief leave of his editorial du

ties, going this time to San Antonio on business of an unspecified 

38 
nature. He was back in Austin before the end of the month, however. 

^^ Ttexas State Times (Austin), Oetober 21, 1854. 

^^ ^o Times masthead shows Beveridge as assistant editor in 
Oetober. 

^^ Texas State Times (Austin), October 28, 1854. 

-̂ '̂ Ford, "Memoirs," I, pp. 134-146. 

3 jT x̂as S^te Times (Austin), December 9, 1854-
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for on December 29, while attending a temperance meeting there, he was 

named to a committee charged with raising funds to meet the expenses 

of a visiting temperance lecturer. On January 2, 1855, Ford himself 

was the prineipal speaker at a temperance gathering. Although for the 

most part he spoke extemporaneously, on short notice, his address ap

parently was received with enthusiasm, for he was unable to fill the 

39 
many requests for copies. No doubt Mayor Ford had returned home as 

quickly as possible to be on hand during the closing weeks of the high

ly iB^ortant mayoralty casipaign. I^e vote, at the end of December, 

would give the Times editor an opportunity to evaluate the reaction 

of his eonstituenoy toward his conversion to Native Americanism. His 

stand had come as a surprise to many. His sponsorship, advantageous 

40 
to political aspirants in June, 1854, might be proved by the results 

of the Deeember eleetions to be less effective. 

Ford staunchly supported J.T. Cleveland, widely known propri

etor of the Metropolitan Hotel and the avowed Know Nothing candidate, 

as his successor for mayor. If, perhaps, the Ti^s editor felt any 

surprise at the outcome of the eleetion, it was over the unanimity of 

sentiment behind hia. The eleetion result seems to have been a testi

monial of confidence in Ford rather than any unusual enthusiasm for 

his candidate. Cleveland received all but two of the votes cast, a 

fact which Editor Ford did not let his critics at the Gaa^tte office 

3^ Texas State Times (Austin), January 6, 1855. 

^^ A.B. Burleson to Ed Burleson, June 28, 1854, Ed Burleson 
papers. Barker Center, U.T. 
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41 
soon forget. Nor was Ford's popularity in fraternal and civic matters 

of a non-political nature any less than in politics. The citizens of 

Austin and Travis County sent him as their delegate to a railroad meet

ing held in La Grange in January, 1855, in an effort to secure a line 

into their region. As editor of the South-Western American in 1852, 

Ford's had been almost the sole newspaper to advocate that "ttio state 

help finance the construction of a trans-Texas railroad by purchasing 

Z3 
company bonds. Ford's efforts to secure a railroad were well known 

to the residents of Travis County when they selected their delegate to 

the La Orange meeting. 

Although he was contimtously called upon to render personal serv

ice to his community. Editor Ford had to keep an eve3>-watchful eye on 

44 
the "pop-gun of democracy across the street," from which emanated 

the pronouncements of the "Bombshells," the label applied by the Times 

45 

to the Marshall-Pease Deaoeratic clique. Nevertheless, "Old Rip" con

tinued to keep other state and local Issues before his readers. Consis-

tently he spoke for the Rangers and frontier residents, flaying the 

polioies which permitted the ravages of bandits and Indians to continue. 

When, early in 1855, the federal government announced a change of policy 

^ Texas State Times (Austin), April 28, 1855. 

^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XVII, pp. 3-4. 

^3 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 654. 

^ Texas State Times (Austin), April 28, 1855. 

^^ The epithet probably was coined by Beveridge. 

^ Texas State Times (Austin), May 19, 1855; Ed Burleson to Ford, 
Ibid.. June 2, 1855. 
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to one of feeding rather than of fighting the Indians, Ford agreed that 

a change was necessary. "Let the feeding policy be tried," he wrote. 

"It cannot be more disastrous in its effects upon the frontier than the 

protective policy . . . The military management in Texas, if signalized 

47 

by anything, is uncertainty — inefficiency." Neither General Persi

fer F. Shiith, commanding the Department of Texas, nor Governor Pease 
48 

was spared the wrathful criticism of the Times. 

Dereliction on the part of city employees also drew Ford's fire. 

In an editorial captioned "Where is the City Marshal?", the editor 

complained against the racket made one morning by five drunken fiddlers 

on Congress Avenue, and warned law violators that the lack of a city 

jail would be no deterrent to punishment. 

For the information of such gentry, it would be well to state 
that. Mayor Cleveland in the absence of a "leek up" has rented 
for the nonce, a cistern, where he proposes to deposit all un
ruly and noisy customers. — "Sink or swim — survive or perish," 
will be the question then. Instead of a floating prison — it 
will be floating of the prisoner. During the incoaing summer 
what a glorious time some of the boys will have in this cistern-
laving process. What a nice place it will be to "cool off" in. 
. . . Look out boys, or you will get more water to your grog 
than you bargained for.^" 

Not only human delinquents were targets of "Old Rip"'s ire; the canine 

population also evoked from him sharp comment concerning both its size 

and the blatant fashion In which its members seemed to be appropriating 

'̂̂  Texas State Times (Austin), February 24, 1855. 

^ The attacks on General Smith were not written by Ford, but by 
Colonel Thomas F. MoKinney or a Captain Givens. The latter went before 
a court martial as the result. Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 659. 

^^ Texas State Times (Austin), March 17, 1855. 
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the municipality. He recommended a stringent reduction of its numbers. 

Comment of tther nature occasionally delighted Ford's subscribers. 

Keenly alert for the chance to capitalize on any error Marshall of the 

Gazette might make. Ford grasped a golden opportunity to point out his 

rival's Ignorance of Texas. When water ran unusually low in the Colo

rado River in the spring of 1855, Marshall committed the mistake of 

explaining to his readers that it was due to the failure of snows to 

melt in the mountains at the source of the stream. One can imagine the 

delighted yelp with r̂tiich the Tia^g editor seized his pen to enlighten 

his rival on the natTire of the country in the upper reaches of the 

river, and to warn the public that the appalling Ignorance of the Demo

cratic Party spokesman on matters of Texas geography made it dangerous 

to follow his advice on other Texas matters, politics included. So 

long as the two were editorial competitors. Ford never permitted Mar

shall to forget the blunder. When the latter broached an optimistic 

prediction of state election results, the Times answered that the Ga

zette editor was unable to see the sitiiation clearly; perhaps he was 

blinded by the rays of the sun reflected from the snow on the moun

tains at the source of the Colorado River. Any dlssention among the 

Demoeratie adherents was also received %rith glee by the Times editors. 

When Henry E. MeCulloch embarrassed his fellow partisans by endorsing 

a Know Nothing principle, and consequently lost party endorsement, the 

Times facetiously castigated the errant Democrat, whose eacploits on 

behalf of frontier defense had become by-words in the state. 

50 Texas State Times (Austin), May 5» 1855. 
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It seems the views of the gentleman do not suit the "Bomb 
Shell" organ. The Captain has had the impudence and effront
ery to come out in favor of changing "the naturalization laws 
from five to twenty-one years" without consulting Maj. Mar
shall, and that too after the Major "had occasion to speak 
very favorably of Capt. McCullock \dien he first came out for 
the Senate." Was it not ungratefull after the Maj. had the 
kindness to "speak favorably" of the unknown backwoodsman then 
for him to have the audacity not to favor foreigners, to come 
out for a Know Nothing principle, without first asking permis
sion of the Solomon of the "Bomb Shells." Ah, Henry, you'll 
suffer for it. Tou have already seen the endorsement with
drawn. Who do you expect will recommend you to the people now, 
you uncouth specimen of a Ranger? What did the people of Texas 
know of you save through the kindly notiee of Maj. Marshall? 
You have done for yourself! It is too late to ask pardon now — 
you eould not get the word around in time — you're beaten and 
your own self-conceit did it. Didn't you know you ought not 
to open on the abstruse questions without previously consult
ing the great pedagogue of "Bomb Shelloslty?" Didn't you 
know you had lived a way out here on the frontier so long that 
you couldn't be smart like a "States" raised man? And when he 
had taken you under his charge and was endeavoring to make some
thing of you — then to aLCt so! Shame tipon you. Quit the canvass 
there is no show for you now — you're tmendorsed and have angered 
the big gun of the piebald democracy — made up of every ism from 
a Missouri Secessionist, an Alabama Whig, to the mighty "shoe-
stringer" who professes no particular opinion upon any subject, 
which he is not willing to whittle down to a point less than 
the little eni of nothing, to suit the times and get votes. You 
have done for yourself! Twenty-one years to become naturalized! 
The foreigners don't like it — ^fej. Marshall is disgusted at it, 
and the "Bomb Shells" have great Indignation about it. You are 
a "poor thing" now — ain't you? Slink back into the state of un
distinguished obscurity you oeeupied before Maj. Marshall deigned 
to notice you. You ranging, Indian-killing, beef-eating, rough 
safl̂ le of semi-civilization how dare you treat the patronizing, 
kindness of Major Marshall with such black ingratitude! . . .̂ ^ 

Since the style appears to be that of Beveridge, Ford may have been ab-

52 
sent from Austin when the editorial was published, or he may have 

wished the comment to come from a hand other than his own. 

^^ Texas State Times (Austin), July 12, 1855. 

^^ Ford was in San Antonio on June 30 and remained there until 
at least July 7. 
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For Ford 1855 was a busy year. Partisan politics, border trou

bles, the slavery issue ~ these and les^-publicized matters called for 

his attention. It was a year of decision for the Know Nothings, whose 

principles had in part been publicly endorsed by Sam Houston. Ford 

warned his friends among the temperance groups to beware of professional 

pollticiaiis \dio might participate in temperance work to secure political 

53 
support. Probably he realized that Know Nothing principles generally 

would have no greater attraction for teoqperance people in Tbxas than 

they did in ether southern states. However, if he could keep the Texas 

reformers from definitely identifying themselves with the Democrats, 

he might win their support for the î ative imerioan tieket where purely 

state Issues were concerned. In consequence. Governor Pease' plan for 

a state-owned railway, the failure of his adainistration to provide 

frontier security, and his do-little attitude toward honoring fully the 

Texas debt becaniB the prime targets of the Tinges' pungent editorials. 

Early in June, Ford expressed the concern of slave-holding Tex

ans over the increasing number of runaways making for Mexico. He de

manded an extradition treaty between that republic and the United 

States, predicting that the alternative would be a popular uprising in 

54 
Texas against the Mexican Republic. Slavery and its problems still 

oeeupied his pen two weeks later %rtien he wrote from San Antonio com

menting on the bitterness of feeling existing there against the anti-

55 
slavery German population, sentiment engendered also by the fact that 

^̂  Texas State Times (Austin), May 26, 1855. 

^ i ^ . , June 2, 1855. 

^^ JM'* J^« 23, 1855. 
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the German settlers were almost unanimously Democratic In a community 

where a large segnent of Anglo-American was Native American. John 

Ford's own steadfast position on slavery was in part expressed when he 

wrote, "Should there be persons who have come among us, opposed to 

slavery, it is their duty to leave our midst and settle down with the 

abolition masses of the north." In his coramunication. Ford also com

mented on the continued liodian depredations, and predicted that a 

general Indian war would break out unless the federal government ex-

56 
tended further protection to the frontier. Still in San Antonio at 

the end of the month. Ford wrote forecasting a victory in the August 

57 
elections for the Know Nothing candidates supported by the Times. 

Ford's journal sponsored Lieutenant Governor David C. Dickson for the 

governorship; advocated G.W. J ewers for lieutenant governor; and pro

moted the interests of Judge John Hancock for the post of congressman 

from the western district of the state. To the opposition charges 

that the code of seerecy enveloping the Native American organization 

made it a danger to democratic society, the Times retorted that "the 

greatest moral reforms of the age have been accomplished through the 

aid of secret associations." 

Whatever the reason for Ford's trip to San Antonio, political 

or private, after a half-month's absence he was back In Austin in the 

thick of the political D»lee. The mental tenseness generated by the 

partisan campaigning, augmented by the tortuous heat of a blazing sum

mer sun, created a situation in which tempers grow more and more ex-

^ Texas State Times (Austin), June 23, 1855. 

"̂̂  Ibid.« July 7, 1855. 
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plosive as election time grew near. That Ford did not find himself on 

58 
\rtiat he termed "the mis-called field of honor" was a tribute to his 

self-control and the interest of his friends. Indeed, about the middle 

of August, his participation in a duel was narrowly averted. A fellow 

physician named Lane, in a letter to Ford, had set forth his objec

tions to that part of the Know Nothing ritual which referred to the 

carrying of arms. Ford, in a Times article on August A, commented on 

Lane's misinterpretation of the ritual. The incensed Lane replied in 

a coaaunication published by the Gazette. Both Ford and Lane felt that 

the other was hurling the eharge of "liar," and a resort to pistols 

appeared imainent. T. Scott Anderson, R.T. Brownrigg, Ed Finnin, W.H. 

Swisher, J.M. Jennings, and Charles W. Weir, mutual friends of the 

59 
doctors, hurried to mediate, and restored aaicable relations. 

In spite of the pessimism entertained by certain old-line Demo-

60 
erats regarding the possibilities of a party victory, the eleetion 

demonstrated that the Democracy of the state still was fundamentally 

united. With the exception of certain local victories, the Native 

American bid for administrative power was repulsed. Pease retaining 

the governorship by a narrow majority and his adherents securing all 

61 
but thirty-nine seats in the legislature. The TimeSm however, 

could point with pride to the Travis Coun'fy results, which again indi-

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 659. 

^^ Texas State Tiros (Austin), August 18, 1855. 

R.S. Neighbors to T.J. Rusk, December 18, 1855, Rusk papers. 
Barker Center, U.T. 

^^ Overdyke, Know Nothinf^ Party in the South* p. 117. 

file:///rtiat
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cated that Ford's personal popularity and organizational efforts had 

been major factors. In the county, Dickson bested Pease by a vote of 

572 to 391 and Jowers defeated the "Bomb Shell" candidate for lieuten

ant governor, Hardin R. Runnels, by almost an identical vote. Judge 

Hancock posted a narrow, tea-vote margin over his rival, J.H. Bell, 

62 
for the congressional office. In city rivalry, the election of 

Edward Peck as mayor for the I856 term assured the capitol faction 

of a second consecutive year of Know Nothing leadership in municipal 

63 
affairs. 

Native Americans could feel some satisfaction that Hays County 

partisans had eleeted a full slate of county officers, but returns 

from elsewhere in the state offered little to rejoice over. True, 

Galveston had elected a Know Nothing mayor, but in San Antonio, where 

a Native American candidate had obtained the mayoralty in the 1854 

elections, the party's only successes were obtained by three candi

dates for Justice of the Peace offices. The party had a tendency to 

place much of the blame for its poor showing on the last-minute defec

tion of its eauididate for Connissioner of the General Land Office, 

Stephen F. Crosby, who had gone into office on a landslide of Demo

cratic votes after the unexpected announcement that in spite of his 

Native American sponsorship, he had suddenly decided to leave the 

64 
organization. 

The completion of the election may have brought some diminution 

^^ Texas State Times (Austin), August 25, 1855. 

^^ Overdyke, Know Nothing Party in the South, p. 117. 

^IMd-
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of Ford's activities, but there were still affairs to occupy him. Not 

long after the election, "Old Rip" journeyed to New Orleans to eonsiat 

with General John A. Quitman and others who were attempting to organize 

a force to liberate Cuba. What Ford's role was to be is not clear but, 

in view of his attempts on behalf of Carbajal, it probably was to con

sist of military command. Quitman's project produced nothing concrete. 

"The risk of landing in Cuba, being left without the means of withdraw

ing, and of being garroted, might have had influence." Such was Ford's 

opinion. 

In September another call was issued for Ford's services. A 

public meeting was held at Bastrop to determine the best method of pre

venting the escape of slaves into Mexico and of reclaiming those al

ready across the border. Recalling the arrangements between Carbajal 

and south Texans, the Bastrop planners decided to offer aid in men and 

money to General Vidaurri, then in control of Nuevo Leon, contingent 

upon his co-<^eration in returning fugitive slaves then in that state 

and in closing the border to future escapees. To conduct negotiations 

the Bastrop gathering selected a Colonel Riddle, who had a residence 

and a business in Chihuahua and the additional asset of a Mexican wife, 

and Ford, who had served with Carbajal and subsequently had written on 

66 
the runaway slave problem, as their emissaries. 

From Bastrop the two agents proceeded to San Antonio, from which 

city Ford wrote on September 29 that Captain James H. Callahan and his 

Ranger compare, recently called into service by Governor Pease, had a 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 659-660. 

^̂  MA'f PP- 656-658. 
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fortnight earlier crossed the Rio Grande to nunish on Mexican soil a 

band of Seminoles that had been depredating in Texas. Ford's epistle 

was critical of the governor for not having called out more Rangers 

67 
much earlier. Two days later the editor reported to the Times that 

Pease had come to town to confer with General Smith on frontier af-

68 

fairs. Ford realized that the Callahan mission would arouse re

sentment in Mexico against Texans and that the road to Monterrey and 

General Vidaurri aight be a dangerous one for him to travel. Accord

ingly, he went no farther, assigning sole responsibility for the suc

cess of the errand to Riddle, whose personal situation would keep him 

free from molestation. That agent rode south to keep the appointment, 

but was halted at the river. Callahan's raid had resulted in the 

69 blocking of all American entrance into Mexico. 

Disaster, meanwhile, had overtaken Callahan's command. Ford 

wrote on October 5 that the Rangers had won a battle near the village 

of San Fernando, but, in the face of growing hostile sentiment among 

the Mexican population, had retired to Piedras Negras. From the lat

ter place, Callahan penned a hurried plea to San Antonio for reinforce

ments, and at the same time sent some of his men into Texas to recruit 

aid. Henry E. MeCulloch and other frontier fighters hastened to San 

70 
Antonio to organize a relief expedition. About one hundred men were 

expected to mareh from San Antonio to the aid of the Rangers. John 

^'^ Texas State Times (Austin), October 6, 1855. 

^ Ibid. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 657. 

^^ Ibiii., p. 658. 
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Ford joined the recruits. One of Callahan's men, writing from San 

Antonio to a relative, stated that "'Old Rip' is here and will go 

71 
without fail." However, before the recruits were ready to march, 

all northern Mexico had risen in anger and Callahan, after setting 

fire to the town, had crossed the Rio Grande to American soil with un

official assistance from the United States garrison at Fort Duncan. 

General Smith, irritated by the magnitude of the disturbance, looked 

on the Callahan party as a gang of pirates; Ford laid the initial 

73 
blame on Smith for failing to defend the frontier. 

After the collapse of the Callahan venture. Ford returned to 

Austin and resumed his editorial activity. He published, during Oc

tober and November, occasional editorials attacking Marshall for sup

porting the Pease administration, particularly its frontier policy. 

Party affairs, although less pressing after the election, did occupy 

some of Ford's time. He was a member of the committee which arranged 

a ball held on November 23 under the auspices of the Travis County 

Know Nothing organization. A considerable portion of his private 

time that fall, however, was consumed in initiating a multitude of 

candidates into a recently formed secret society calling itself "The 

Lone Star of the West." 

The "Lone Star" organization was established in Austin in 1855, 

William Kyle to Ed Burleson, October 7, 1855, Ed Burleson 
papers, Barker Center, U.T. 

"̂ ^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 657. 

'̂^ Texas State Times (Austin), October 13, 1855. 

^^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XVII, p. 25. 
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with Ford as its leader. Its stated objective was the liberation of 

Cuba, and it is quite possible that the society was the outgrowth of 

Ford's trip to New Orleans. Highly ritualistic, the order conducted 

an initiation ceremony which passed through one increasingly solemn 

step to another, culminating finally in a huge jape which the initiate 

never forgot. The order was regarded by most Austin residents as an 

75 

elaborate practical joke. On the other hand, in view of the feder

al administration's disapproval of filibustering, the Lone Star lead

ers may have veiled their sincerity behind the fealing that an organi

zation of such open secrets could have nothing more than a humorous 

76 
motive. According to Ford, the order was popular until about i860. 

It may be co-incidental that the life span of the ambitious southern 

order known as the Knights of the Golden Circle, among whose avowed 

aims were the acquisition of Cuba and of northwest Mexico as addition-

77 
al slave-holding territory, encompassed the years 1854 to about 1860. 

No documentary evidence connects the two orders, but the similarity 

of organization and purpose they exhibited provides material for con-

jectiure. The only other chapter of the Lone Star of the West, in 1855, 

was in San Antonio; Ford had been in that city most of October. Al

though the order increased in popularity in the half-decade of its 

existence. Ford later reflected that "nothing in the shape of a tan-

'^^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XVII, p. 43; Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 660. 

76 
Ford, '»?Jlemoirs," IV, p. 660. 

77 
George W. Bickley papers, Records of the War Department, Of

fice of the Judge Advocate General, National Archives, Washington, D.C. 
Bickley was the originator and prime mover of the Knights of the Golden 
Circle. 
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gible benefit to the oppressed islanders ever grew out of it." 

With the end of 1855, changes came to the Texas State Timep. 

In November, 1855, it moved from Congress Avenue to an office around 

the corner on Pecan Street. At about the same time, Joe Walker de

parted the partnership, the business becoming that of Ford and David

son. This latter association was of short duration, for a published 

notice, dated February 1, 1856, informed the readers that John T. 

Pruitt, foreman of the Timeq printing staff, "is authorized to settle 

the books of the late firm of Ford and Davidson." Davidson now de

parted, and on March 1 the masthead of the Times again bore the name 

of Walker as Ford's partner, as well as that of William E. Jones, a 

new co-publisher and editor. The front page flag of that issue re

vealed a further change; the "Texas" had been dropped from the name, 

79 
making State Times the newspaper's official designation. 

A proposition more challenging than that of mere newspaper re

organization was presented to Ford early in 1856. Other than the 

fact that the scheme was ambitious and involved Mexico, there is no 

evidence to indicate its nature. Its proponents, aware of Ford's ex

perience in Mexican affairs, sought the editor's aid and counsel. 

"Old Rip" was liberal with his advice but chary of his participation, 

as he revealed in a letter to his old friend and Ranger lieutenant, 

Ed Burleson, then busy '»ith the operation of his San Marcos ranch 

but also, evidently, one of the plotters. 

'^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 660. 

Texas State Times (Austin), March 1, 1856. 
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I have written to Ferryman telling him what I thought of 
matters pertaining to the Rio Grande. If you, or MeCulloch 
or Callahan, would go upon the Brazos you could get money. 
I look upon the movement as a political necessity — a duty 
we owe to Texas and the South. It has occupied my thoughts 
for years. I do not wish to take a prominent part in get
ting up the thing, because I have said and written so much 
on the subject I begin to think people don't believe me. 
Houston and Burleson and a host of other chivalrous spirits 
redeemed and annexed Texas — why may not others of less 
note secure another slice from the grasp of anarchy and place 
it under American control? There is no government in Mexico 
— everything is in confusion. The people are oppressed, 
ground down by taxation, debased by ignorance and paralyzed 
by the Influence of the priests. She is a dangerous and 
harmful neighbor. Her people aid in taking off our proper
ty, in fact they rob us. They allow hostile expeditions to 
be filled out against us upon their territory. We have the 
right by the laws of nations, by the right of self-preserva
tion and self-defense which we acquired from God himself to 
demand "indemnity for the past and security for the future." 
These can only be obtained by placing the country between 
the Rio Grande and the Sierra Madre under the control of 
Americans and by giving protection to slave property in Tex
as and the South. I conscientiously believe we wo\J.d be 
right and that Heaven would bless the enterprise with success 80 

Where internal matters of the state were concerned. Ford, dur

ing 1856, found himself in a position which gradually grew more and 

more untenable. Although the Know Nothing Party in Texas dropped its 

veil of secrecy, many of its quondam adherents evinced a steady drift 

back to their former Democratic affiliation. Joe Walker again, by mid

summer, withdrew from the Times partnership, perhaps through a loss of 

interest in Native Americanism. Ford himself was losing enthusiasm 

gradually, although his journal still was the state organ for the 

Know Nothings and duly supported Millard Fillmore and Andrew J. Donel

son in the general elections. Never in sympathy with the anti-Cathol-

80 
Ford to Ed Burleson, February 15, 1856, Ed Burleson papers. 

Barker Center, U.T. 
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icism of the party, it was that plank in the Native American platform 

of 1856 which most likely determined the Times editor to withdraw his 

allegiance from the organization. Ford's remaining partner, W.E. 

Jones, began to indicate his dissatisfaction with the publishing busi

ness, and as early as July 25 the eventual dissolution of the combina

tion was presaged by the announcement the two issued, stating that 

"Mr. Joel Miner is authorized to receive and receipt for money due 

81 
this office." With the departure of Jones from the firm in the late 

fall, the newspaper again displayed its previous title, the Texas 

State Times, and Ford, now the sole editor, formed a new publishing 

partnership, acquiring as his co-publisher Fd Finnin, a young Austin 

auctioneer who had been one of those to patch up the quarrel between 

"Old Rip" and Dr. Lane. 

The new association was greeted by a temporarily calamitous 

newsprint shortage, and the Times found publication virtually impos-

83 
sible between the middle of November, 1856, and mid-January of 1857. 

Ford took advantage of the slack period to make another visit to San 

Antonio, leaving the affairs of the office in the hadds of the inex

perienced Finnin and the compositor Pruitt. The editor's frequent 

exciursions southward for some time had made the traveler the object 

of sly chaffing on the part of his intimate friends, who suspected 

that romance, as much as political affairs, drew him away periodically• 

When the Times resumed publication early in 1857, the editor indicated 

^^ State Times (Austin), August 9, 1856. 

Texas State Times (Austin), December 6, 1856. 

^^ Ibid.. January 17, 1857. 
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that the city of the Alamo might see less of him in the future. 

A great deal has been said in relation to the supposed ex
it of the editor of this sheet from the state of single bless
edness. — For the information of friends, who are of course, 
suffering from an undue amount of intense solicitude, it may 
be necessary to state, that nothing prevented the aforeseiid 
hombre from sliding gently off the "log of celibacy into the 
pool of matrimony" but an obstinate disposition on the part of 
the lady.3^ 

After this disappointing mid-winter visit, John Ford dropped from the 

ken of Alamo Plaza and re-appeared on his regular rounds of news and 

opinion gathering along Congress Avenue and Pecan Street. 

Ford's editorials during the spring of 1857 were noticeably 

lacking in references to the Know Nothings, since he was in the process 

of deliberately divesting himself of Native American ties. Instead, 

his articles dealt with other topics of current interest to followers 

of both local and national issues. The obvious failure of the slavery 

movement in Kansas Territory and the rising abolitionist storm drew 

from Ford a flat statement of his views on the "peculiar institution." 

"Slavery is right. It is an institution founded by God . • . The 

Bible is the strong-hold of the slave owner . . . If slavery is wrong 

the Bible is wrong. They must stand or fall together. There can be no 

85 
middle ground. ..." Ford's views, as well as the load of writing, 

were shared after the middle of March by the Reverend F.M. Gibson, who 

purchased the publishing interest of the newly married Finnin. Gibson, 

formerly editor of a paper at Richmond, Texas, was carried on the mast-

^^ Texas State Times (Austin), February 7, 1857. 

^5 Ibid.. February 21, 1857. 
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head as co-editor, but the firm name was John S. Ford and Company. 

It was not commonly known for some time that in the reorganization 

I.B. DeBray, a translator in the General Land Office and a political 

schemer, had entered the company as a silent partner. 

The sniping between the Gazette and the Times continued sporad

ically. Although Major Marshall for some time had felt that Ford had 

lost interest in the Know Nothings, he occasionally exasperated "Old 

Rip" by referring to his association with the declining political group. 

In early April, the Times editor publicly averred that he had broken 

with the Know Nothings, maintained that he had never been in sympathy 

with all of their ideas, and protested against being further attacked 

as a Native American partisan. The declaration gave Marshall no fur

ther basis for political controversy with his rival hometown editor. 

The bickering continued, nevertheless, when Ford accused the Gazette. 

which had a monopoly of the public printing, of doing a poor job pro-

87 
fessionally. Marshall retorted that "this old coon" at the Timrs had 

no just cause to complain, since he had held the monopoly in I846 and 

1847; the Mississippian, however, was wise enough not to take issue 

about the quality of his printing- Ford's break with the Know Nothings 

was emphasized further by Gibson, who declared that the Times henceforth 

88 
would be not a party organ but an independent home newspaper. 

In May, Editor Ford returned to active participation in the 

^^ Texas State Times (Austin), March 21, 1857; March 28, 1857; 
April 4, 1857, masthead, 

^'^ IbM', April 4, 1857. 

^^ Ibj^., April 11, 1957. 
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Democratic Party. The state Democratic convention was held in Waco 

early in the month. Ford attended, ostensibly to report the proceed

ings for the Times. On the motion of John P. Border, of Leon Coimty, 

Ford was officially invited to a seat in the convention, and, in com

pany with F.E. Williams of Cherokee, another reconverted Democrat, 

marched through a storm of good-natured guying to the speaker's plat

form. Marshall briefly described the incident of May 6, in the Gazette 

thus J "Both the gentlemen entertained the Convention by giving their 

tortuous windings through the mazes of Know Nothingism, in the way of 

'Experience.' They thanked the Democratic party, and congratulated 

themselves on being again admitted within the folds. Col. Ford assured 

the convention that in future he was with the Democratic party, and con

cluded by observing that hereafter, 'Tour Country shall be my Country, 

89 
and your God my God.'" 

Well aware that his political prestige had diminished consider

ably. Ford now entered directly into the activities of his party, as an 

indication of his good faith. When the Georgia Democrat Robert Toombs 

arrived in Austin from Houston, it was as a staimch partisan that Ford, 

in company with other Austin Democrats, petitioned the fiery Southerner 

to address the community on public affairs. Toombs gladly acceded to 

the request and spoke that night to a packed house. In commenting on 

the affair. Editor Ford was high in his praise of Toombs' sentiments, 

although, he said, he had some difficulty hearing them because of a 

90 
noisy group of boys in the balcony. In the same issue in which he 

^^ State Gazette (Austin), May 16, 1857. 

^ Texas State Times (Austin), May 16, 1857. 
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praised Toombs' speech, he publicly announced his re-affiliation with 

the Democratic Party and gave his reason for his deviation to Native 

Americanism. "The act . . . was performed after due deliberation, 

and from a firm conviction that patriotism, a desire to perpetuate 

the Union and to preserve inviolate the 'peculiar institutions' of 

91 
the South, demanded its consummation." However, the editorial left 

little doubt in the minds of its readers that Ford's regret for hav

ing adopted Know Nothingism was sincere. Much later, he wrote in his 

memoirst "The act of joining was one of those inconsiderate things 

92 
men do sometimes." 

On the same day that the Times displayed Ford's public state

ment of his recursion to the Democratic Party, Marshall, in the Ga

zette, hailed Ford's return in highly complimentary terms. 

Our cotemporary /si^Z of the State Times. Col. FORD, being 
voluntarily returned to the Democratic Church, and being rein
stated by the Waco Convention, it gives us pleasure to salute 
him as a member of our great party. He is a gentleman of tal
ents, and a good writer. He is also known to a large portion 
of our people. He may yet, therefore, render the Democracy 
much and efficient service in preserving its organization and 
advancing its principles. We can truly say, after all our 
battles, that no one will more heartily rejoice than ourselves 
to see our cotemporary hereafter striking his blows with ef
fect against the enemies of the Democracy.93 

The little major never wrote more sincerely than when he penned the 

above comment. He had reason to hope that no longer would he be the 

prime target of "Old Rip"'s literary ire. Furthermore, it had been 

^^ Texas State Times (Austin), May 23, 1857. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 647. 

^^ State Gazette (Austin), May 23, 1857. 
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demonstrated clearly and repeatedly that as Ford went, so went Travis 

County and Austin, politically and otherwise. 

On May 30 the party sponsored the organization of the Young 

Men's Democratic Association of Travis County. Ford was among those 

placed on the Committee on Invitations to recruit younger workers for 

94 
the party ranks. By invitation, Judge Williamson S. Oldham, William 

Byrd, the Democratic nominee for Representative from Travis County, 

and John S. Ford addressed the Association, where "Col. Ford reiterated 

his sentiments of attachment to the party, in a happy manner, . . ." 

On June 13, Ford was eleeted to the finance committee, further evidence 

of his party worth and his desire to be in the vanguard of whatever 

96 
cause he favored. 

If Major Marshall, now the recognized Democratic leader in Tex

as, had hoped to see Ford's facile pen employed in the party cause, he 

was disappointed. Austin, in June, witnessed "Rip" Ford's departure 

from the editorial corps of the capital, although for a short time ru-

97 

mor was to associate hlra with the Gazette. The Texas State Times 

suspended publication. From its offices appeared a new journal, the 

Texas Sentinel, owned by Ford's former associate DeBray, William G. 

O'Brien, and A.G. Compton, and publishing under the name of William G. 

O'Brien and Company. Pruitt, the printer, weathered this reorganiza-

Other members of the committee were G.W. White, H.W. Sub
lett, J.T. Allen, A.G. Campbell, A.J. Brown, and W.L. Hill. 

95 
State Gazette (Austin), June 6, 1857. 

96 
^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XVIII, p. 14. 

"̂̂  Texas Sentinel (Austin), July 11, 1857. 
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tion, as he had others, and Gibson became the editor. Although it had 

been Gibson who had previously announced that the Times would refrain 

from partisan polities, the Sentinel, under his editorship, immediately 

proclaimed that it would support Sam Houston in the gubernatorial race 

of 1857. DeBray's entrance into the Times firm may have been the 

first step of the Houston men toward gaining an editorial voice in 

Austin. 

For the first time in five years. Ford found himself free from 

press deadlines and inter-columnar dlssention. Now in this summer of 

1857, his gaze swung outward to the frontier, whence there came with 

Increasing frequency reports that the destructive Comanche was provid

ing opportunities for men of action. 

^^ T?^as Sentinel (Austin), June 27, 1857. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE CANADIAN RIVER CAMPAIGN 

The Indian threat in 1857 provided an opportunity which John 

S. Ford turned into one of his most spectacular services to the state. 

Throughout 1856, Indian depredations had been curtailed greatly in the 

exposed portions of Texas, but the gradual withdrawal of Regular Army 

contingents during 1857 encouraged the wild tribes to resume their 

raiding; not one successful punitive expedition against them was car

ried out that year. Also, the location on two northwest reservations 

of part of the Penateka (Honey Eater) Comanches and the remnants of 

other tribes irritated the Texans. General frontier opinion was that 

the situation had been aggravated by the establishment of the reserva

tions, at least that of the Comanches, at Camp Cooper, on the Clear 

2 
Fork of the Brazos. 

To alleviate the situation resulting from the troop transfers. 

Brevet Major General David E. Twiggs, commanding the Military Depart

ment of Texas (the Eighth Military Department), suggested to Secretary 

of War John B. Floyd that the administration urge Congress to author

ize the creation of a regiment of Texas Mounted Volunteers, to be mue-

tered into federal service. His suggestion included the recommenda

tion that if such a force should be organized, the command should go 

Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 679; Rupert Nerval Richardson, The 
Comanche Barrier to South Plains Settlementt A century and a half of 
savage resistance to the advancing white frontier (Glendale, 1933), 
p. 231. Hereafter cited as Richardson, Comanche Barrier. 

2 
Ernest Wallace and E. Adamson Hoebel, The Comanohes: Lords 

of the South Plains (Norman, 1952), pp. 301-302; Richardson, Comanche 
Barrier, pp. 321-232. 

181 



182 
3 

to John S. Ford. A bill embodying Twiggs' suggestion was introduced 

into Congress, and Texans kept an anxious and hopeful ear turned in 

the direction of Washington. 

Meanwhile, as federal officialdom vacillated, the frontier situ

ation became an issue in the Texas gubernatorial campaign of 1857. Sam 

Houston, nmning as an independent and apparently reluctant to commit 

himself to any positive stand against the Indians, "was accused . . • 

of blaming the frontier settlers for the Indian outrages. ..." His 

Democratic opponent, Hardin R. Runnels, a wealthy Red River planter, 

was successful at the polls after campaigning vigorously for increased 

frontier security measures. 

When Runnels assumed office it was apparent that there would be 

no immediate congressional action on the volxinteer regiment bill, gen

erally referred to in Texas as the Ranger Regiment Bill. The frontier 

situation, however, could not wait on far-off discussion. While con

gressmen debated in Washington, men, women, and children died beneath 

Comanche lances in Bosque, Erath, Brown, and other counties on the 

fringe of settlement, and the governors' files of incoming correspond

ence bulged with petitions for aid over the signatures of the irate, 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 677. 

^ Various letters to Runnels from Texans in Washington, G.L., 
Governor Runnels. 

Anna Irene Sandbo, "Beginnings of the Secession Movement in 
Texas," The Southwestern Historical Quarterly. XVIII (July, 19U-April, 
1915), p. 57* 

The major causes of Houston's defeat possibly were his opposi
tion to the Kansas-Nebraska bill and his association with the Know-
Nothing Party. 
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fortunate survivors. Accepting his election as a popiaar mandate to 

solve the Indian problem. Governor Runnels in his first annual message 

to the Texas legislature urged immediate action to relieve the fron-
g 

tier. Due largely to the persistent efforts of State Senator George 

B. Erath on behalf of his frontier constituents,^ the legislature re

sponded to the governor's plea and passed a bill entitled "An act for 

the better proteetion of the frontier." Runnels signed the measure on 

January 27, 1858. 

The act authorized the executive to call into state service an 

additional one hundred men and to place them, along with the Ranger 

companies already in the field, under a single commander whose rank 

would be that of Senior Captain. While the period of enlistment was 

designated as six months, the act provided that the men might be dis

charged sooner or continued longer in service, as circumstances might 

dictate to the commanding officer. To equip, pay, and subsist the 

command, the act appropriated the sum of $70,000 from the state trees-

Late in 1857, when the proposal to create a state force was be

ing discussed widely in Austin, the State Gazette editorially had re-

G.L. Examples are those from Brown County, October, 1857; 
San Saba, Stephenville, and Meridian, November, 1857; and Stephen-
vllle, again, January, 1858. 

Executive Record Book, Governor H.R. Runnels, Texas State Li
brary, Archives Division. Hereafter cited as Exec. Rec. Bk. These 
contain official copies of correspondence emitting from the executive 
office. 

^ Quoted in Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 680. 

^^ H.P.N. Gammel (comp.). The Laws of Texast 1822-1897 (10 vols.; 
Austin, 1898), IV, pp. 949-950. 
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commended appointment of Ford to command the organization. Whether 

the newspaper had any influence on the governor. Runnels did not in

dicate, but on the day following his approval of the frontier bill. 

Governor Runnels offiolally Informed Ford of his appointment as Sen-

^ . . 11 lor Captain. 

The appointment was most logical. Ford's operations on the 

Rio Grande frontier from 1849 to I85I had established his prestige as 

a thoroughly capable Indian fighter, and the knowledge of Comanches he 

had acquired there and on his El Paso trip with Major Robert Neighbors 

12 
could well be put to use in the projected campaign. Haste too was 

iB^ortant, for the Uar Department contemplated the transfer of the 

13 
Second Cavalry from the northwest frontier. Ford was currently at 

home in Austin, serving on a United States grand jury; he was fully 

acquainted with the situation and could begin preparations without de

lay. An additional reason for his appointment also suggests itselfs 

good-naturedly forgiven for his tenqporary aberration in favor of Know-

Nothingism, Ford, upon his return to the Demoeratie ranks, had worked 

earnestly for the party's oandidates during the oan^aign of 1857. 

Here, then, was an opportunity to repay a politieal favor by an ap-

^ Runnels to Ford, January 28, I858, G.L. 

^ "The intention was, from the very beginning, to carry the war 
into the hunting grounds of the Comanches. ..." Ford, "Memoirs," IV, 
p. 682. 

^^ Ihe transfer finally was effected by the War Department in 
General Order No. 8, April 15, 1858, G.L. 

^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XI, p. 44* 

1^ Ibid.. Ch. VIII, p. 14; Ford, "Jfemolrs," IV, p. 660. 
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polntraent which would meet with general approbation. 

In a laudatory editorial, John Marshall of the State Gazette ap

plauded the governor's choice. 

It is an excellent appointment. The Captain had been pre
viously recommended to the President, by members of both branches 
of the Legislature, by the Supreme and Federal Courts, and by 
many private eitizens, for a field offiee in the new regiment ex
pected to be created at the present Congress. He is an old la-
dian fighter, and we prediet that he will rid the frontier of all 
annoyance in the first campaign. . . .̂ ^ 

Ford, however, was less assured than the optimistic editor. It 

was his understanding of the problem to be faced, as ouch as his natur

al modesty, whieh made him feel that "These expressions were compli

mentary, but were ealeulated to lead the public to expect a great deal, 

17 
— perhaps too much, from the officer mentioned." 

In making the appointment. Runnels informed Ford that he was 

"clothed in the full and complete command of all the State Troops now 

in the field and of all to be called out in contemplation of the Law 

of January 28th, 1858. ..." He ordered the Senior Captain to co

operate with officers of the Regular Army "if expedient, convenient, 

18 
or practicable," and to co-operate with Indian agents. He granted 

Ford authority to make contracts for supplies, and closed his letter 

^^ State Gazette (Austin), January 30, 1858. 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," IV, pp. 680-681. 

^^ At the time. Major Robert S. Neighbors held the position of 
Supervising Agent, Texas Indians, charged with the administration of 
the two Reserves. Resident agents were Captain Shapley P. Ross at the 
Brazos reservation and Colonel Matthew Leepers at the Caa?) Cooper, or 
Clear Fork, Reserve. Leepers, in Ford's opinion, was purely a polit
ical appointee and a singularly Inexperienced and incompetent official. 
Ford to Runnels (private). May 7, 1858, G.L. 
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by stressing the necessity for action and energy. 

It was with energetic action that Ford responded. In less than 

a month, reeruiting, organization, and most supply procurement had been 

accomplished. Reeruiting, although rapid, was deliberate, for "The in

tention was to get good men." When a stifficient number of the company 

had been recruited. Ford, in spite of his commission from the governor, 

ealled for an eleetion of eempany officers, in accordance with the us

ual custom followed by volunteers. The election results placed Ford 

in a dual capacity! by eleetion, he was company commander; by his com

mission, he was in effect a battalion commander. TO fill the other 

commissioned offices, the men elected as first lieutenant Edward Burle

son, Jr., son of a vice-president of the Republic of Texas, and as 

second lieutenant, William A. Pitts. Dr. Powhatan Jordan was signed as 

contract surgeon for the command. 

Ford was fortunate in the choice of his company officers. Able 

Ed Burleson had served under Ben MeCulloch on the northwest frontier 

during the Maxiean War, and had been with Ford, as a lieutenant, on the 

Rio Grande frontier. Ford relied heavily on Burleson's experience, 

naming him quartermaster and commissary, and assigning him to act in the 

capacity of paymaster. Pitts also had twice seen Ranger service, once 

with Henry E. MeCulloch and, again, with James H. Callahan; in the in

terim he had clerked in a store, had served Guadalupe County as deputy 

assessor and colleetor, and, at the time of his enlistment, was one of 

the sergeants at arms of the Texas legislature, resigning to join the 

company at Ford's solieitation. English-born Robert Cotter, youthful 

^^ Runnels to Ford, January 28, I858, G.L. 
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and observant, gave up his place as a clerk in George Hancock's Austin 

dry goods store to enlist. Although Ford appointed him orderly ser

geant. Cotter functioned actually as battalion sergeant major. 

In preparation for the forthcoming expedition. Ford found it 

necessary to devote some attention to the Rangers already in the field. 

Lieutenant James H. Tankersley was scouting with his company in Comanche 

County, and, to the eastward, in Bosque County, Lieutenant Allison Nel

son was active with a conmand. Ford had confidence in both officers, 

particularly in Nelson, who had organized and led a company during the 

Msxican War, but he decided to muster out of service a company commanded 

by Captain John S. Connor and a small detachment under Lieutenant T.C. 

Frost, both operating in the Pecan Bayou country northwest of the 

eapital. Ford may have lacked confidence in the command capacity of 

the two latter officers, although it is equally possible that their 

being commissioned by former governor Elisha M. Pease, a political foe 

of Ford's, may have influenced his decision. To replace these units. 

Captain Henry E. MeCulloch, at Ford's request, agreed to raise a com

pany and to join the main command on the frontier. 

To arm the company. Governor Runnels at first turned to General 

Twiggs for a supply of Colt revolvers, the favorite Ranger weapons, 

but Twiggs refused the request on the ground that he had no authority 

to issue the arms unless the state troops were sworn into federal serv-

21 
ice. Nevertheless, the comBand was able to ride out armed after the 

^ Ford, "Mamoirs," 17, p. 683. 

Twiggs to Runnels, February 13, 1858, G.L., in reply to Run
nels' request of February 10. 
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usual Ranger fashion; most of the men, like Ford, owned two Colt pis

tols, and every man carried at least one, as well as the familiar 

muzzle-loading rifle. Hie firepower of Ford's company was estimated 

at 1,500 rounds without reloading, a voltirae impressive enough to draw 
22 

newspaper comment. By obtaining waterproof leather panniers, "cay-

aques," which the baggage mules could not dislodge. Ford assured his 

Rangers of dry anmmition and blankets. As final items of equipment 

he added two light wagons to accommodate possible sick or wounded. 

In late February, the eoomand being as nearly ready as time per

mitted. Ford gave the order to break camp and move out. The Rangers 

were eager to end garrison life and be in the field. Although his 

oaap regulations were few ccmpared to those of the Regular Army, "Old 

Rip" Ford enforced them completely, and in a manner to command com

plete respect. At no time in his long career did he observe with any 

23 

tolerance a breach of his discipline. At daybreak on a chilly Feb

ruary morning the Rangers began their initial march. One can visual

ize the column of riders as it wound through the shallow passes and 

past the low hogbacks of the rolling hills north of the eapital. Non-

deseript, casual men in nondescript, casual clothing, each individual 

was dressed in the garments he felt would serve best during an ardu

ous caaipalgn. But broad-brimmed hats, pulled low over eyebrows, and 

high boots, into which trousers i#sre tucked, lent a certain uniform-

^ State Gazette (Auetin), May 22, I858. 

^^ Ford, "Mamoirs," IV, p. 683; Martin, "Last of the Ranger 
Chieftains," pp. 39-40; Robert Cotter to John Marshall, State Gazette 
(Austin), May 20, I858. Hereafter cited as Cotter to Marshall, May 
20, 1858. 
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ity to the eolumn, as did the eap-and-ball rifles, walnut butts pro

truding forward from rawhide boots beneath the left legs of the horse

men. Coat skirts bulged at Almost every hip where rode the heavy six-

shooters, additionally protected from dew or dust by voluminous hol

sters. Screening the head of the column, and within eyeshot of it, 

spread a thin fringe of scouts, alert but not anxious since the route 

for the first few days lay through relatively peaceful country. Be

hind this human screen the horsemen moved at a swinging walk in double 

file. In the lead rode their quiet captain, at whose elbow, like a 

shadow, jolted his personal orderly Falcon, Don Monkey, i^ose service 

with Ford on the Rio Grande had kept his master alternating between 

fits of smouldering irritability and high good humor. In the wake of 

the fighting force trailed the phlegmatic baggage mules and the hired 

muleteers. Closing the files, except for Ford's ever-present rear

guard, the light wagons rattled and chattered in protest at the stony 

trail. 

Ford and Pitts led the column up the Colorado to Pecan Bayou anl 

the Chandler settlement, now Brownwood. Ihere they halted until they 

ware joined by Burleson, who had traveled by way of San Antonio to 

procure supplies not available in Austin. There also they left a non-

coramissioned officer and six or seven Rangers, detached from the group 

upon petition of the settlers, who were alanned lest the mustering out 

24 
of Connor's and Frost's riders should leave the region unprotected. 

The main command now marched north under Burleson, who had or

ders to establish a base camp on Hubbard's Creek in what today is 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 683. These probably were some of 
Frost's men, retained in serviee. Ford to Runnels, February 27, 1858, 
G.L. 
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northern Stephens County. Ford had selected a camp site approximately 

twenty miles from each of the two agencies and about equally distant 

from Fort Belknap. From such a location he could keep watch on the 

reservation Indians, particularly the Comanches, to learn if they were 

giving clandestine aid to the hostile bands. 

TO make certain that no Indians lurked in the rear of the com

mand. Ford and Pitts, with a saall detachment, followed the main body, 

reconnoiterlng the valleys of the Colerado, Pecan Bayou, and Jim Ned 

Creek. When they overtook Burleson, they learned that he had mistaken 

his orders, had marehed several miles past the intended site, and had 

pitched the eanp on the Clear Fork of the Brazos just above its june-

tien with Hubbard's Creek, about twelve miles above present-day Breek-

enridge. Xhe location, however, met Ford's requirements: it was con

venient to the reservations and to Fort Belknap, and it had a plenti

ful supply of wood, grass, and water. Therefore, Ford approved the 

25 
site and named it Camp Runnels. 

Ford felt that the command was too small to launch a campaign 

before MeCulloch's company arrived. While he waited, he carried out a 

training program eonsisting primarily of mounted drill and target prac

tice, the latter exercise including firing both on foot and from horse

back, at various gaits. Maanwhile, the detachments of Nelson and Tank

ersley arrived in camp and joined in the drill and in the scouting pa

trols that Ford regularly maintained between the reservations, patrols 

that convinced the Rangers of the duplicity of the Comanches on the 

25 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 686. 
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Clear Fork reservation. February passed, March began to slip away, 

and Ford grew increasingly in^jatient for MeCulloch's arrival. Finally, 

he received the disappointing news that MeOulloch was not coming. Im

mediately Ford ealled on William Preston and William N.P. Marlin to 

raise small conpanies of twenty^five or thirty men, and both promptly 
27 oomplied. 

Ford believed that the command still was not strong enough to 

guarantee success. However, an effort to raise twenty more men was 

frustrated by the selfishly-motivated interference of J.R. Baylor, who 

in the preceding year had been dismissed from the post of agent at the 

Comanche reservation. By nid-April of 1858 even the frontier had heard 

that the volunteer regiment bill had passed Congress and was awaiting 

presidential action. Baylor, like many others, hoped to raise a com

pany for service, and wanted to be sure that sufficient men would be on 

the frontier to form his company should the regiment be called out while 

Ford's command was away. If all the frontier fighting men went with 

the Rangers against the Comanches, Baylor's hopes might be in vain. 

The news possibly explains MeCulloch's failure to come to Ford's sup-

28 
port. Aceerdlng to the State Gazette of May 22, Baylor's hopes were 

in vain anyway. An item in that issue stated that Governor Runnels 

^^ Allison Nelson to Ford, April 20, 1858, G.L. 

2*7 Ford to Runnels, February 27, 1848, G.L.; Ford, "Memoirs," IV, 
p. 686. 

2^ Ford to Runnels, April 26, 1858, G.L. MeCulloch may have had 
other reasons. He may have felt that he, not Ford, should have been 
given the Senior Captaincy. Anyway, in a letter to the governor from 
Camp Runnels on May 23, 1858, Ford wrote, "You know the arrangement be
tween Captain MeC. and ngrself and how signally he failed to comply. I 
am thankful, that I had a little success without his assistance." 
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would appoint Ford, H.E. MeCulloch, William G. Tobln, E.A. Palmer, E.R. 

Herd, A. Nelson, A.M. Trultt, E.A. Carroll, J.H. Rogers and Sam Bogart 

"to command companies in the Texas Ranger Regiment."^^ One may conjec

ture as to what would have happened along the frontier if a full regi

ment of veteran Rangers, led by that hard-bitten corps of ccxmnanders, 

had ever been permitted to take the field. 

While the Rangers drilled and scouted. Ford spent much time with 

Captain Shapley P. Ross, agent at the Brazos reservation where the Caddos, 

Tonkawas, and other tribal remnants were being trained in the white man's 

way, hoping that volunteers from these tribes would provide him with a 

scouting and auxiliary force. Major Robert S. Neighbors, Supervising 

Agent of the Texas Indians, came out from Waco to assist Agent Ross in 

recruiting such a group. Some initial delay occurred in the procure

ment of the scouts. Casa Maria, the able Caddo leader, was reluctant to 

offer his tribe's participation because of a tri-partite treaty among 

the Caddo, Creek, and Comanche nations, an agreement providing that if 

one member of the trio attacked another, the third member must be noti

fied prior to the event, else it would join against the aggressor. With 

Ross' permission, the Caddo chief sent notification to the Creeks. 

After a few days, the Caddo courier retiumed with Creek acknowledgment 

of the message, and the way became clear to organize the Indian comple

ment. 

The moimting war spirit on the reservation infected Agent Ross, 

that doughty veteran of Indian campaigns under Jack Hays and Peter H. 

^ State Gazette (Austin), May 22, 1858. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 686-687. 
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Bell, who indicated his willingness to lead the Indian contingent if 

at least one hundred of his charges would agree to go. At his sug

gestion, the chiefs announced a feast and a war dance for April 9, 

after which Ross would know how many braves the war party would number. 

Ford and several of his men rode in to observe the activities. The 

dance, judging by the Senior Captain's description, must have been a 

memorable spectacle: 

The war-dance was 'grand, gloomy, and peculiar.' Every 
participant had his own way in the matter; some souzKied the 
fear-inspiring warhoc^; others crept along, cat-like, to 
pounce upon their astonished and demoralized foes; a squad 
would move up and attaek an imaginary band of Comanches, 
and a shout of triumph would go up, loud enough to set a 
donkey's ears to ringing. Many sang in a style which would 
have crazed an old maiden school teacher. Every face had a 
daubling of rueful colors, intended to strike terror into 
the beholder. I ^ sight of one was enough to stampede a 
regiment of dudes, and a battalion of school-marms. The im
pression made upon a civiliaed spectator may be illustrated 
thusly: An inaense paint pot, hundreds of miles in depth 
and circumference, filled with colors of every conceivable 
hue and shade has been overturned, the contents have deluged 
the infernal regions; hell has taken an emetic, and cast up 
devils upon earth, and here they are.-^^ 

At the end of the dance, more than Ross' requisite one hundred 

signified their determination to mareh with the Rangers, thus assuring 

Ford of the agent's valuable experience. It was to be a fortunate de

velopment for Ford, since business was to summon Lieutenant Burleson 

back to the settlements at the last minute, and the reluctance with 

which Captain Ford granted his battle-tested lieutenant leave of ab

sence was some^at tempered by the company of the veteran Captain Ross. 

^^ Ford to Runnels, April 7, I858, G.L. 

32 j-OTd to T. Scott Anderson, Texas Secretary of State, quoted in 
Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 688. 



194 

By early April, Captain Ford already knew the location of the 

Comanche village he planned to surprise. His target was the Nokoni 

band, camped along the Canadian near the Antelope Hills, the band to 

which frontiersmen attributed most of the winter's depredations. Ihere 

was current in the settlements a tale that Ford had dispatched a spy to 

the camp, who returned bearing the Nokoni challenge to the Rangers to 

33 
come after them. By mid-April the Rangers were almost ready to move 

in response to the Nokoni defiance. Powder, cartridges, and percussion 

caps for six-shooters and rifles were packed for convenient transporta

tion and distribution; Surgeon Jordan had overhauled and arranged his 

medieal instruments and stipplies; picket ropes had been issued to the 

men, one rope for each animal to be taken along. But no forage was 

packed, for the mounts and baggage mules must subsist on grass. For 

the men. Ford had apportioned rations — bacon, flour, and other essenr-

tials, including extra amounts of coffee and sugar."^^ On the campaign, 

bacon would give way to buffalo meat and bread would not be missed, but 

coffee, all the better for sweetening, was an item that few Rangers — 

at least — ever patiently did without. 

An unexpected addition to the equipment was an ambulance, pro

vided by Captain Wllllan Ford, seventy-three-year-old father of the 

Ranger commander. In this vehicle the elder Ford had jolted into the 

middle of Camp Runnels' busy preparations, announcing his Intention of 

attaching himeelf to the expedition. John Ford was glad to get the am-

^^ State Gazette (Austin), May 22, 1858. 

3^ A ration was the amount of provisions necessary to sustain one 
Ranger for one day. 
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bttlance and approved his father's intention, since the old gentleman 

"possessed strong will — ^ ^ 7 a good rider, and capable of enduring 

considerable fatigue."^ 

By sundown on April 21 the last patrols were in and all prepar

ations cempleted. Reveille and the order to saddle-up came in rapid 

succession on the following morning. With good-natured jibes at Lieu

tenant Marlin's small company, which was to remain to guard the camp and 

36 
to patrol along the Clear Fork, the eager command tossed blankets and 

bedrolls into the wagons, ate a hasty breakfast, and formed into the 

marching column. Then, with 102 Rangers, his pack train, and his vehicles 

37 
at his back, "Old Rip" Ford rode north looking for trouble. 

For two days the company moved slowly, awaiting the arrival of the 

Indian auxiliaries. On the night of June 24 it ean^d at old Fort Bel

knap, on the main Brazos about twenty miles above its confluence with 

the Clear Fork. Another short march on the next day brought the men to 

the Cottonwood Springs, approximately six miles below the present town 

of Olney. On April 26 Shapley Ross and 113 of his colorful wards joined 

the Rangers, and, late in the afternoon after the last stragglers had 

come }xp. Ford led the command onward. 

Representatives of at least a half-dozen Indian nations accompanied 

the Rangers. Casa Maria and Jim Pock Mark led the Caddo-Anadarko group; 

35 Ford, "Msmoirs," IV, p. 689. 

^ nils unit, consisting of about twenty-five men, was mustered 
into service by Ford on or about April 15. 

3''' Ford to Runnels, May 22, 185^. !Qiis communication was Ford's 
official report of the expedition. It was printed in the State Gazette 
(Austin), May 29, 1858. 
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tough old Placido and his war chief, O'Quinn, marched with their Tonkawa 

braves; a mixed party of Shawnees and Delawares followed Jim Linney; Ah-

qua-quash (Shot Arm) brought his Wacos, and the Tahuanacos were there 

under Nid-o-wats. To augment these warriors there came Caddo John, Jem 

Logan, Chul-e-quah, and the Indian linguist Keechi, who had lived and 

hunted with the Comanches, and who may have been the spy sent to the 

Nokonis, if that story were true. To young Bob Cotter from his seat 

atop "Old Woolly," the massed command made "a very la^joaing scene — 

Indian and white man together hunting one common enemy, the wily Coman

che, the terror of mothers and children on this frontier." Not all of 

Placido's people had horses, but Ford attested that the Tdnkawa footmen 

marched well, and that the colur.v was not thereby delayed. In the late 

afternoon of April 27 the force marehed through the lush pastures and 

thick timber along the Little Wichita River and pitched camp on its 

bank. It evidently was a favorite camping spot; Sergeant Cotter counted 

140 campfires twinkling in the dusk along the stream and presumed that 

38 
they belonged to a large party of Lidians. 

At the Little Wichita enceunpment the Tonkawas decided upon a cere

monial rattlesnake feast and soon accumulated a squirming pile of rep

tiles. The irresponsible "Don I4onkey" (as Ford referred to his orderly. 

Falcon), precipitated a crisis by innocently contributing a blacksnake 

to the menu. Hiere was pr<Hi5)t reaction. Had not the captain intervened 

quickly, it "appeared probable from the demonstrations of the incensed 

••39 
snake eaters that • . . the Don would have come to grief ."̂  

^^ Cotter to Marshall, May 20, 1858. 

^9 Ford, "Mamoirs," IV, pp. 689-690. 
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The next day's march took the battalion across the Big Wichita 

at a point \*ere Cotter thought the land good, although timber insuf-

40 

ficient. Ford, however, saw the area otherwise. To him, the local

ity of the crossing was "a dreary one. The sand, the apparent steril

ity of the soil, the abhorrent taste of the salty water, combined to 

produce a gloomy feeling. Some of us spoke of the Dead Sea, and Sodom 

41 
and Gomorrah." By continued hard marching on that day, April 29, 

Ford reached the Red River and determined to canq) on its north bank. 

After the main body of horsenien had trotted across. Lieutenant Tank

ersley, officer of the day and thus in command of the rear-guard and 

baggage train, tinloaded the wagons, distributed their burdens among 

his men, and urged the vehicles and baggage mules at a run through the 

quicksands of the treacherous stream, a feat roundly cheered by the 

anxious company. 

The force was now in the buffalo pastures, and consumed several 

days in traversing the thirty-odd westward miles to Otter Creek, at 

the base of the Wichita Mountains. The command moved slowly to permit 

hunting, and now buffalo meat replaced bacon in the rations. So many 

ravines iii5)eded the column in this area that it was repeatedly nec

essary to luiload the wagons, unhitch the mules, and lower the vehicles 

by ropes down the precipitous bluffs. Even so. Ford believed that 

he was moving at a satisfactory speed, considering the circumstances. 

The camnand spent two days at Otter Creek in hunting buffalo 

and feasting on the succulent meat, whieh later called forth a pane-

^0 Cotter to Marshall, May 20, I858. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 690. 
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gyric from "Old Rip." Between hunts the Rangers climbed to the 

crests of the mountains, returning laden with currants, strayberr:es, 

and other wild fruits which Sergeant Cotter found growing in profu-

43 
sion. Ihen, the commissary replenished. Captain Ford led the mixed 

command north by wast up the North Fork of the Red. He was now in 

Indian Territory, outside the boundaries in which he legally could 

operate. It is doubtful that he knew it; it is more doubtful that he 

would have been aueh concerned had he knoim it. 

Now the command moved with great caution, maintaining scouting 

parties from fifteen to twenty miles out in all directions from the 

column. For several days the battalion followed the river, passing en 

route a marker indicating Captain R.B. Marey's route of 1852. On May 

7, having found no Indian sign. Ford swung the column to the right, 

away from the North Fork and its "gyp" waters, crossing on the next 

day to the upper course of the Washita, where scouts discovered the 

recent trail of a large warrior band, estimated on the basis of the 

remnants of their eampfires to number about four hundred. Confident 

that he had struck a Comanehe trail. Ford followed it cautiously for 

two days. On the evening of the second day, the reseznratlon Indians 

came in with a Comanehe arrow-head whieh they had extracted from a 

previously-wounded buffalo they had killed. On the morning of the 

next day. May 11, a hurrying scout brou^t news that a Comanche had 

been sighted killing buffalo, and that the direction in which his meat-

laden horse had been led indicated the way to the Comanche camp. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 692. 

^ Cotter to Jfershall, May 20, 1858. 
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Hastily, "Rip" Ford prepared to attack before a wandering enemy 

hunter should stumble across the battalion. Blankets ani rations were 

lashed behind saddles, William Ford, a couple of Rangers, and the male-

drivers (and probably "Don Monkey") were detailed to guard the pack 

train and vehicles, and about two o'clock in the afternoon the Senior 

Captain led his combat force carefully in the direction shown by the 

scout. As the afternoon waned. Ford brought the command to a halt on 

the Fort Smith-Santa Fe "bull-wagon" road, a short distance southeast 

of the gap through which the track emerged from the Antelope Hills. 

Down a valley to the north, distant Ccifianehes could be seen on the move. 

Lamediately, at Ford's order, the Rangers and their allies disappeared 

into the ravines flanking the road. Dismounting, Ford and Ross strode 

to a point at whieh the road topped the Washita-Canadian watershed and 

from the eminence gazed speculatively at the enemy. 

The curious Rangers, eyeing their commanding officer, beheld a 

lithe, erect man of average stature, his broad hat pushed back to 

avoid interference with his spyglass. From beneath his hatbria, bru

nette hair curled above a high, clear forehead. lutent blue eyes 

peered over high, weathered cheek bones, past the bridge of an ac-

quiline nose. As he shifted his position to follow the movements of 

the hostlles, unconsciously he may have favored his right arm, weak 

from an old Comanche wound. Past middle age by frontier standards, at 

forty-three he was already an old man to the youngsters who made up 

most of the Ranger ranks. Few of the Rangers realized that the officer 

^ Ford to Runnels, Jfey 22, 1858, G.L. 

^^ Martin, "Last of the Ranger Chieftains," p. 38; frontispiece 
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they watched already was becoming a legendary figure. Every night, 

at home or in the field, he studied his Bible, in accordance with a 

youthful promise to his mother, and, at hem, in his quietly humorous 

way, he taught Sunday School classes for the youni- -nen of Austin; yet 

in 1858 he was a member of no church. Except to shout an order through 

the din of attack, he seldom raised his voice, although he spoke blunt-

47 
ly and to the point — on occasion, profanely so. Among those who 

lived by the gun, he was a peer who "reckoned to be able to hit a man 

Z.8 
every time %dth a six-shooter at one hundred and twenty-five yards." 

Of eaoh officer in his coniBand he always had full knowledge as to ca

pabilities and eempetency, and almost every trooper bore a niekncuna 

he had aptly bestowed. He never slept, so his guards maintained. 

The quiet eonfidenee of jobs veil done, that radiated from his bearing, 

was reflected by the high morale in the ranks. 

Oblivious to those intently watching his every move, John Ford 

stared northward and formulated his plan of battle. 

The Comanches drifted out of sight. The Rangers and the paint

ed auxiliaries mounted and reformed the column. Then they moved slow

ly and quietly northward through lengthening shadows, concealed by 

the brdcen land. When late evening twilight had covered the Canadian 

^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XIII, p. 38. Brown had been in one of 
Ford's classes. 

^^ Martin, "Last of the Ranger Chieftains," p. 40; Ford, "Mam
oirs," II, p. 395. 

^^ Frederic Remington, "How the Law Got into the Chanarral," Har
per's New f-fonthly Magazine. XCVI (December, 1896-May, 1897), p. 61. 

^9 Martin, "Last of the Ranger Chieftains," p. 40. 
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and its tributary valleys, the invaders drew rein and made a dry 

camp. Guards rimmed the bivouac area, and Ford sent forward a squad 

of Indian scouts to find Keeehi, who had gone ahead to locate the Co

manche camp. 

The empty-handed return of the scouts caused Ford to alter his 

plan of attaek. He had intended to move the command up near the Co

manche village during the night. Just before dawn he would have the 

Indian allies staaqpede the Comanehe horse herd, and, in the confusion, 

the Ranger attack would smash into the village. Now, however, the op

portune time had passed. The column must move in daylight, and Ford 

could only hope to find and strike the Nokenls before they should di»-

cover him. The latter possibility probably did not alarm "Rip" Ford 

as he prowled his outpost perimeter; it was an occi^ational hazard of 

frontier command. 

As daylight of May 12 began to lift over the Canadian, the of

ficer of the day passed from one blanke't-shrouded figure to another, 

waking the sleepers. The guard returned. Dusky faees blossomed with 

fresh war paint. Bronzed hands fixed white cloth badges to bizarre 

head-dresses, that friends might be distinguished from hostlles in the 

dusty tumult of battle. Red man and white methodieally ehecked caps 

and loads. An order passed through camp; Rangers swung into their 

saddles and the swarthy reservation tribesmen scrambled onto their 

ponies. At a fast gallop the column moved out of the hills into the 

50 
quiet valley below. 

After a run of about six miles, action came swiftly at seven 

^ Cotter to Marshall, May 20, 1858. 
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o'clock. Across the Ranger route appeared five Comanche lodges, about 

which Indian figures were in motion. The Texas yell and a variety of 

tribal warwheeps rent the still morning air as the command descended 

upon the small camp. Two Comanehe braves leaped for their ponies and 

galloped hard for the rising ground three miles north across the val

ley. The eoomand thundered through the camp in pursuit, except for 

the Tonks, who stayed to appropriate prisoners and horses, and to de

molish the camp. 

As the galloping pursuers reached the crest. Ford saw the snowy 

ledges of the Tenawa Cf^«anehe camp spread before him, about three miles 

distant, on the north bank of the Canadian. In their haste to warn the 

can^, the fleeing Comanehe braves unintentionally betrayed a safe ford 

through the swanky banks and across the sandy channel of the river. 

Ross and his Indian warriors, followed by the Rangers, splashed across 

at a run to firm ground on the north bank. There the Texans pulled up, 

grinning at the drenehed orderly sergeant ^ o belatedly joined them. 

"Old Woolly" had sttambled over an unseen reek, catapulting Cotter head 

51 
foremost into the shallow stream. 

Over the drum of hoof beats and the ululation of battle cries. 

Ford shouted to Ross to take the reservation Indians forward and to be

gin the fight. Their advance would give Ford time to form the Ranger 

ranks, and would deceive the Comanches temporarily into thinking that 

they had only Indians, armed no better than themselves, to meet. Ross 

beckoned to his ehiefs, and the painted partisans swung into position 

on the right front. Ford turned to his impatient Rangers. "Steady, 

51 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 696. 
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52 
boys, until I give the word," he called. 

Into the two hundred yards of open ground between Ross' Indians 

and the Comanehe lodges, a single, armored figure rode to bar the way. 

Bo-bish-e-quash-o (iron Jacket) he was, head chief of the Ttenawas, pos

sessor of a powerful medicine which enabled him to blow aside the ar

rows of his foes. An ancient coat of scaled mall, possibly looted by 

some long-dead ancestor from an unfortunate conquistador, covered him 

from throat to thigh. Riding assiiredly before his hereditary enemies, 

he described small circles, then advanced briefly, swelling his cheeks 

and expelling his breath vigorously toward the reservation auxiliaries. 

He moved deliberately, confident of his invulnerability. 

Abruptly his medicine failed. Most of his foes carried fire

arms rather than bows and arrows. A ragged volley burst upon him, and 

his horse crashed to the ground. As he sprang clear and straightened 

to face his attackers, a second, crisper blast crumpled him forward 

53 
and a lagging shot finished him. A wail of surprised anguish arose 

from the dead chief's followers, and "Rip" Ford, taking advantage of 

the Tenawa consternation, hurled his yelling ranks upon the village. 

Despairing of making a stand, the Comanches broke and fled. 

Ford and Pitts, leading the right wing of the Ranger formation, burst 

throu^i the encan^ment in pursuit, while Nielsen, supported by Preston 

and Tfcinkersley, drove with the left wing to intercept the warriors run-

^^ Cotter to Marshall, I4ay 20, 1858. 

53 Ford to Runnels, May 22, 1858, G.L.; Ford, "Jfemoirs," IV, 
p. 696; Remington, "How the Law Got into the Chaparral," p. 64. After 
the battle the Rangers removed Iron Jacket's armor and divided it as 
souvenirs, according to Sergeant Cotter, \Aio sent a scrap of it in a 
letter to the governor. Cotter to Runnels (n.d.), G.L. 
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ning for the hills behind the camp. The Rangers broke formation to 

run down the scattering Comanches; the battle became a series of duels 

spread over eighteen square miles of broken ground, "and it appeared 

like every man picked his Indian and took after him, man to man." 

"The din of battle . . . rolled back from the river — the groans of 

the dying, the cries of frightened women and children mingled with the 

reports of fire-arms, and the shouts of men as they rose from hill top, 

55 
from thicket, and from ravine," and to Sergeant Cotter it seemed that 

"Capt. Ford . . . was everywhere, directing and controlling the move-

56 
ments of his men." 

As the mounts grew jaded and the Comanche warriors fell baek 

out of range, the firing dwindled away and the Rangers and their allies 

turned baek toward the village. When Ford and the irrepressible Pitts 

rejoined the main body, they found that Nelson and Ross had assembled 

the Indians and the returning troopers. 

Ford reined in beside Ross. "What time in the morning is it?" 

he asked. 

Ross stared at the Senior Captain. "Morning, hell!" he blurted. 

57 
"It's one o'clock." 

It was Ford's turn to stare. He had been totally unconscious 

of time during the six crowded hours of combat. 

The sound of firing during the battle, and the stream of fugi-

5^ Cotter to Marshall, May 20, 1858. 

55 Ford to Runnels, May 22, 1858, G.L. 

5^ Cotter to Marshall, May 20, 1858. 

57 Remington, "How the Law Got into the Chaparral," p. 60. 
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tlves, had brought other Comanches hurrying from a large encampment — 

the Nokcnl camp — several miles upstream. Tlie appearance of these 

Nokoni reinforcements swarming on the hills above the stricken village 

had caused Nelson, at Ross' suggestion, to call the command together. 

For a brief time the Rangers stood quietly, resting their wiaied steeds, 

while their Indian allies and the Comanches gesticulated and exchanged 

mocking remarks across the valley. Then the reservation warriors can

tered out into the flat to challenge the newcomers, ̂ o swept from the 

hills to join battle. The Rangers watched a unique sight? 

A scene was now enacted beggaring description. It reminded 
one of the rude and chivalrous days of Knight-errantry. Shields 
and lances, and bows and head dresses — prancing steed and many 
minutias were not wanting to compile the resemblance. And when 
the combatants rushed at each other with defiant shouts, nothing 
save the piercing report of the rifle varied the affair from a 
battle field of the middle ages. A detachment of Rangers was ad
vanced to reinforce the friendly Lidians, and the Comanches qui ted 
the field, and the insposing pageant vanished from view like a 
mimic battle upon the stage.*° 

This seeozxl encounter did not go according to plan. Ross' In

dians had hoped to lure the Comanches into an ambush, but v ^ n lieu

tenant Nelson led the Ranger left wing in a hidden sweep around the 

base of a small hill, to fall upon the unsuspeeting enemy, Placido's 

screaming Tonkawas sprung the trap prematurely, and the Comanches fled 

to the bluffs. The Rangers followed as rapidly as they could push 

their weary horses, but were unable to come to grips with their foes. 

Furthermore, most of the reservation Indians had removed the white 

badges from their head-dresses, claiming that the insignia made them 

58 Ford to Runnels, May 22, 1858, G.L, 
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59 
easy targets for the Comanches. Since it was impossible to recognize 

friendly from enemy warriors at long range, the Texans headed back after 

a run of several miles. It was with great difficulty that Ford persuaded 

the raging Pitts and the equally-agltated old Placid© to retire. "They 
60 

wanted more blood." 

When the Rangers again rode through the debris of Iron Jacket's 

shattered village, coramenting' on the piles of gorgeously beaded buffalo 

robes, the bales of dried meat, and the heaped containers of cornmeal, 

salt, and coffee obtained from the Comancheros. Ford was astonished 

to notice that among the bodies of Comanehe warriors there were some 

which laeked hands and feet. The reason beoame elear when he rejoined 

Ross. The laissing extremities dangled from Tonkawa saddle bows; those 

voraeious people were planning a victory feast. 

Between maledictions called down by a captive crone, the command 

learned that Buffalo Hump and a large b6U)d of his people were hunting 

about a dozen miles down the Canadian. It was now two o'clock, and 

fugitives had had ample time to notify Buffalo Hump of the assault. 

Possibly in no hurry to renew an old acquaintanceship, and certainly 

apprehensive lest his eanp be exposed to attaek. Ford resolved to re

tire to the supply train. Slowed by the winded horses and impeded by 

captives and the eaptured pony herd, it %7as dusk when the command went 

5^ Wilbarger, Indian Depredations in Texas, p. 325. 

^^Ford, "^femolrs," IV, p. 698. 

^^ Comancheros were traders \̂ iO dealt with the Ccmianches for 
horses, texans believed that such trade encouraged the horse-stealing 
raids into Texas, and were bitter against the traders. A party of Mex
ican Comancheros left Iron Jacket's camp only two days before Ford's 
raid. Ford to Runnels, June 2, I858, G.L. 
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into cai^ with the baggage party. 

That night, while the Tonk allies squatted above their grisly 

feast. Ford silently debated his further possibilities. The high clash 

of angry voioes suddenly sent him hurrying to the Tonkawa fires. Ihere 

he found Ranger Billy Holzinger, pistol drawn, tugging against the re

straining hands of his comrades and loudly berating the astonished and 

indignant Tonkawa war chief, O'Quinn. Sharp questioning revealed the 

cause. O'Quinn, as an authority on human flesh, had been asked by a 

Ranger what nationality the Tonk considered the best eating, and the 

gourmet had immediately recalled the flavor of "a big, fat Dutchman 

he and his men killed on the Guadalupe river in 1849." Holzinger im

mediately challenged O'Quinn for making fun of his countrymen. Later 

it dawned on the irate Ranger that the raid to which O'Quinn referred 

62 
was one which nearly resulted in the loss of Holzinger*s scalp. 

Order was restored by his firm eeramands, and Captain Ford again 

analyzed his situation. He finally decided to start the command for 

Can̂ ) Runnels the next morning, since his mounts were too fatigued for 

further operations and his meat rations had been exhausted for several 

63 
days. Furthermore, Ross* Indians felt that it was time to go. 

Capt. Ross expressed the opinion that the friendly Indians 
were satisfied with what they had done, were quite elated at 
the number of horses eaptured, and thought, perhaps, it would 
be wise to let well enough alone. No one cognizant of the num
ber of warriors the seven bands of the Comanches could bring 
into the field, and of the accessions they would receive from 
other tribes, was of the opinion the small force now bearding 
them on their hunting grounds would maintain themselves very 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," TV, pp. 528-529. 

63 Ford to Runnels, Muy 22, 1858, G.L. 
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long. They were already badly stirred up; there was no hope 
of getting another fight out of them; they were Intensely on 
the alert. These were among the reasons, Indeed the main 
reason, for the return to Caaqp Runnels.^^ 

On the morning of May 13, the command broke camp and set out for 

the Clear Fork base. After what may have been the last camp on the 

homeward trail, at Cottonwood Springs, the Rangers separated from their 

Indian comrades. The tribesmen had sent word ahead to the Brazos agency 

of their coming, and the colorful welcome and exuberant praise for the 

trophies, horses, and eaptives by those who had remained behind remind

ed Ford of the "reception of Saul and David from the field of Sohoceh."^ 

From Cottonwood Springs the Ranger column, minus its wagons whieh one 

by one long since had broken down and had been abandoned, rode due 

south. On the evening of May 20, the Texans unsaddled their leg-weary 

mounts in the Camp Runnels conpound, just less than a month after their 

depeurture. 

Ford dispatched his official report of the campaign to Governor 

Runnels on May 22. In it he praised the wise counsel and able co-oper

ation of Shapley P. Ross; he recommended to Runnels' attention the 

prompt, cheerful, and able conduct of Nelson, Tankersley, and Preston; 

finally, he recommended the men for "obedience, patience, and perse

verance," mentioning them as behaving under fire "in a gallant and 

soldier like manner," and expressing the belief "that they have fully 

vindicated their right to be recognized as Texas Rangers of the old 

stan^." Also he remembered his Indian allies! "They deserve well of 

64 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 699. 

^5 Ibid., p. 702. Judging by the description. Ford himself must 
have detoured by the agency to witness it. 
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Texas and are entitled to the gratitude of the frontier people."^^ 

In his operations Ford had marched about five hundred miles over 

unfamiliar country, had fought almost continuously for seven hours, and 

had led the command back safely from the heart of a hostile land. The 

Rangers had lost one man, Robert Nickles of Nelson's company, and that 

loss might have been prevented had Nickles followed the example of his 

companion, Oliver Searcy, instead of becoming demoralized and attempt-

67 
ing to outrun the Comanohes. A Waco Indian had been killed by a lance 

thrust during the second fight. Ford officially reported two men killed 

and three wounded in the fighting on ffay 12, Ranger George W. Paschal, 

Jr., being the only white man wounded. In contrast. Ford had counted 

seventy-six dead Comanches, but was sure the total must be higher; he 

had witnessed the wounding of a large number of the enemy, although he 

had no way of aseertainlng how many. The battalion had seized eighteen 

women and children, among them a youngster said to be the son of Iron 

Jaeket. More than three hundred Comanche horses had been taken, and 

most of them turned over to the reservation Indians. The expedition 

possibly had forestalled a major raid. A captured Mexican lad told 

Ford that the Comanches were drying and packing meat for use on a cam

paign against the settlers and the reservation tribes, and both Ford 

68 
and Cotter had seen the bales of dried meat in Iron Jaeket's camp. 

^ Ford to Runnels, May 22, 1858, G.L. 

^"^Ford, "^femoirs," IV, p. 697. 

^^ Ibid., p. 702; Ford to Runnels, m y 22, I858, G.L.; Cotter to 
Marshall, May 20, 1858. Ford does not say why he officially reported 
eighteen prisoners instead of the sixty he actually took. Three, in-
eluding the Mexican boy, escaped the night of May 12. 
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The true value of the eaB5)aign, as Captain Ford saw It, lay not 

so much in the tactical as in the strategic aspect of his success, how

ever mueh the former might be applauded. 

This expedition has decided several questions — Indians 
can be pursued and caught in the buffalo region — the count
ry beyond Red River can be penetrated and held by white men, 
and the Comanches can be followed, overtaken, and beaten, pro
vided the pursuers will be laborious, vigilant, and are will
ing to undergo privations.^^ 

On May 23, Ford followed up his official report with a private 

letter to Runnels, in which he expressed the hope that "the fight will 

satisfy the people, vindicate you from the assaults of your enemies, 

and be of permanent value to the frontier." He emphasized that the 

Brazos portion of the frontier was "dreadfully exposed," referred to 

depredations — in this instance horse-stealing — which had occurred 

while his command was absent (and whieh, it appears, Marlin's small 

company had been unable to prevent), and then wrote, "I have reason to 

believe the Agency Comanches are the /gutltj/ parties, and if I fix it 

wpon them I shall give them hell and trust to the people to sustain 

me." The frontier people, he Informed Runnels, were "forting;" some 

families had been "forted up" since the departure of the command in 

April. 

Turning to the matter of the Ranger Regiment, Ford wrotet 

If not too late I shall run for Colonel. I suppose I should 
be the Runnels candidate as MeCulloch has pulled against you, or 
at least it would be put up so, as they couple me with you in 
abuse. . . . If you can consistently with your duty and your 
feelings give me a fair show for the Colonelcy I ask you to do 

^ Ford to Runnels, May 22, I858, G.L. 
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so. The election may be over — or the cards may be stacked. 
If the game is not too far advanced I should like to shuffle 
and have a hand dealt me. I think there is a combination to 
beat me, and under the circumstances it is equivalent to 
beating you. . . .'̂  

Governor Runnels replied to Ford on May 28, acknowledging receipt 

of the Senior Captain's report and enclosing an address of commendation 

to the Rangers, in which he expressed the thanks of the people of Texas. 

He also eongratulated the commander on his successful operation and 

authorized the reeruiting of additional Rangers, should Ford believe it 

71 
necessary. Evidently he was unable to tell "Old Rip" anything about 

the status of the proposed regiment, for on the same day that he wrote 

to Ford, the governor wrote the Texas delegation in Congress that he 

had given Ford authority to recruit for the frontier emergency, until 

the result of the Regiment Bill should be made known to him. Runnels 

direeted the Texas congressmen to "confer with the President and See. 

of War and urge them to action with the least possible delay," and to 

Insist on the removal of the agent at Canp Cooper, "to whose inefficien

cy mueh of the trouble is to be attributed from the Indians of that re

serve. ..." Runnels enclosed in this communication a printed report 

72 
of Ford's campaign. 

To obtain an aoexurate account of frontier conditions. Runnels 

called upon Ford for Information, and also for suggestions as to the 

best method of affording proteetion to the region. On June 2, Ford 

'70 Ford to Runnels (private). May 23, 1858, G.L. 

"7̂  Runnels to Ford, May 28, 1858, G.L. 

"7̂  Runnels to the Texas Delegation in Congress, May 28, I858, 
G.L. 
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submitted his document. In it the aggressive captain discussed the ex

tent of the frontier, the paucity of federal troops, the conten?)tuous 

disregard by the general government of Texan pleas for aid, and the ad

ditional indignity of the state's being subjected to depredations com

mitted by tribes drawing annuities from Washington. Rhetorically he 

asked when Texas might expect peace, under the conditions, and answered 

himself, saying, "Never as long as we have a horse left, or as long as 

there is an Indian left to steal him." The true solution. Ford believed, 

lay with Governor Runnels himself. 

You have the remedy in your own hands. Call out the Regi
ment immediately — let a campaign be made against the Coman^-
ches and their confederates — carry the war into Africa — 
and, if pragticable, let '^e gentlemen who have traded with 
the enemy /the Comaneheroj/ cowe in for a share of the punish
ment — wipe them out together . . . Call the regiment into 
the service, and the people of Texas would be aa^ly company 
sated, if the United States should refuse to reimburse the 
expenses, by the rapid ingress of emigrants — the prompt 
development of the mighty natural resources of the country, 
and her onward march to prosperity, wealth and power. Call 
out the Regiment and every frontiersman from Red River to 
the Rio Grande will bless you; and your name will go down 
with the worthies whose patriotism and actions have become the 
common property of a mighty people."^^ 

Captain Ford, in a letter from the Brazos Reserve on July 5, re

iterated to the governor the necessity for an increased frontier force, 

saying that he had just learned fr<xii Jim Little One, a Caddo, and Ana^-

darko Jim that the Comanches were negotiating treaties with tribes east 

74. 
of Red River, preparing for a fall or winter raid against the frontier. 

By July, however. Runnels had changed his mind about additional recrult-

'^ Ford to Runnels, June 2, 1858, G.L. 

^^ Ford to Runnels, July 5, 1858, G.L. 
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ing, since Congress had failed to appropriate funds to sustain a Ranger 

regiment. On July 6, he wrote directing Ford to disband the company at 

the end of the enlistment period, unless the eaptain knew of conditions 

whieh should make its mustering out inexpedient.'''5 Runnels clung to 

this determination, although he probably received Ford's dispatch about 

the same time that he got from General Twiggs a communication saying no 

76 

additional federal troops were available for Ifexas. "Old Rip" doubt

less was disappointed, but he knew that the Canadian River caiapalgn had 

consumed almost $35,000, about half of the defense appropriation, and, 

77 
as he put it, the governor "had been bitten by the economic bug." 

In mid-August, Ford sent Lieutenant Marlin and his company north 

on a reconnaissance in force, ordering that officer to report by letter 

78 
to the governor when the company returned. At about the same time, 

their enlistments having expired, the rest of the Rangers left Camp 

Runnels. Nelson's company marched to Stephenville for a mustering out, 

vAiere the grateful citizens entertained them with a barbecue. Ford, 

Pitts, and Burleson, ^ o had returned to Camp Runnels, took the remain

ing Rangers down the country to Lajs^asas Springs (now Lan^asas) for 

79 
discharge. 

At Lampasas Springs, about sixty miles northwest of the capital. 

Ford's men too enjoyed a barbecue. Old Placido, who for more than 

75 Runnels to Ford, July 6, I858, G.L. 

"̂^ TWiggs to Runnels, July 12, I858, G.L. 

'^ Tord, "Memoirs," IV, p. 755. 

'^^ Marlin to Runnels, September 12, I858, G.L. 

'^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 700. 
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twenty years had fought beside the white man, accompanied Ford's Ran

gers and encountered at Lampasas Springs old comrades-in-arms he had 

not seen for many years. The reunion called for a prolonged celebra

tion, but Placido was distressed at being the only Tonkawa present, 

for their custm dictated that when warriors got drunk, one must al

ways remain sober to keep the rest out of trouble. Ihe presence of 

Lieutenant Pitts, whom the Indians had come to admire greatly, pro

vided a solution to the old chief's dilesraa. Placido sought out the 

Ranger and placed in his charge "medals and badges he prized highly, 

saying 'You mwst be chief for a while . . .' For three days Pitts 

sported the badges before Placido resumed them . . . In the absence 

80 
of a Tbncahua brave, Pitts played the role of 'sober Indian'." 

Feeling that the recent cajqpaign had resulted at best in a tem

porary check to the Comanches, Runnels twice in August before the Ran?-

gers were discharged wrote to Secretary of War Floyd, in his first 

letter enclosing a copy of Ford's report of the expedition and in the 

second stating the need of keeping active the companies of Ford and 

81 
James Bourland. Disgruntled with Floyd's non-committal attitude, 

the governor in September appealed directly to the lifiiite House. He 

informed IVesident James Buchanan that Floyd had returned no satis

factory answer, stressed the "insuffieieney of the military force in 

Texas to give that proiiq;)t and adequate protection required . . . ," 

and mentioned the Indian desire to avenge the punishment inflicted on 

^° Ford, "Jfemoirs," IV, p. 747. 

81 Exec. Rec. Bk. No. 277, pp. 153-154, 379-380. 
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82 
them by the Rangers. The President, however, offered no more satis-

faction than his Secretary of War; possibly his attention, like that 

of most members of the administration, was focused on the Lincoln-

Douglas debates then in progress. 

The Comanches soon began to prove the validity of Runnels' com

plaints, and the governor's mail in September and October was full of 

83 
petitions for proteetion. ^ On October 4, Runnels received a letter 

from B.C. Palmer of Gainesville, who, writing on behalf of residents 

of that area, asked that John Ford be sent there to organize a company 

84 
against the Indians. For reasons not elear, but possibly at Ford's 

request, the executive on the scune day authorized Bourland to raise a 

85 ^ 

company. The latter reeeived his eoamission on October 17, and im

mediately enlisted a command which remained active in the Gainesville 
87 

region \mtil late in the following April. 

^y mid-autumn, Comanche incursions and the consequent petitions 

for relief had beeome so frequent that the executive again turned to 

"Rip" Ford. On November 2, 1858, Runnels authorized Ford to enlist a 

con^jany for the usual six months' service, its composition to be based 

on the table of organization for a United States Army cavalry COOH 

^'^ Exec. Ree. Bk. No. 277, pp. 253-259. 

^ Examples are those from San Saba, Decatur, Wise, and Lampasas 
counties in September, and from Lan^asas in Oetober, 1858. G.L. 

®^ B.C. Palmer to Runnels, Oetober 4» 1858, G.L. 

^^ Runnels to Bourland, Oetober 4, 1858, G.L. A postscript is 
dated October 6. 

^ Bourland to Runnels, October 17, 1858, G.L. 

^'^ Runnels to Bourland, March 19, 1859, G.L. 

file:///mtil


216 
S8 

Band. The company was to rendezvous at Austin, elect its officers, 

draw its supplies, and move directly to the frontier. Shô ild it be nec

essary. Ford might take four companies to the frontier and call an elec

tion for a battalion major. In cases d̂iere credit would not be extewled 

89 
for supplies, he was authorized to draw on state funds. The governor 

informed Seoretary Floyd of the muster of Ford's c<»^any and again urged 

prompt feuoral assistance against "the threatening storm which is now 

beginning to burst vdth all its fury on the suffering frontier. ..." 

Ho also eeramsnted indignantly that Indians recently had raided about 

sixty miles from Austin, on the Be It on road, killing two men and steal-

90 
ing three hundred head of horses. 

Ford, meanwhile, acted with his ustial rapidity, and on November 

10 the company was mustered in and organized. Elections for company 

officers were held on the same day. Ford receiving the captaincy and 

the first and second lieutenancies respectively going to J^n R. Gib

bons and young Aaron Burleson, a cousin of Lieutenant Sd Burleson of 

Ford's former Ranger companies. Governor Runnels' commissions to the 

officers were issued under the eleetion date. 

Reeruiting progressed rapidly because most of the men were res

idents of Travis and surrounding counties, attracted to the serviee by 

91 
the almost certain prospect of action when "Old Rip" commanded. The 

The table of organization ealled for a captain, a first lieu
tenant, a second lieutenant, four sergeants, four corporals, two buglers, 
two farriers and blacksmiths, and seventy-four privates. Exec. Rec. Bk. 
No. 277, p. 217. 

^ Ibid., pp. 217-219; Runnels to Ford, November 2, 1858, G.L. 

90 Exec. Ree. Bk. No. 277, pp. 21^221. 

91 Ibid., pp. 222-223; State Gazette (Austin), November 13, 1858. 
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^ t e Gazette commented that most of the recruits were young, but were 

"good riders and excellent marksmen," and that because of their com

mander it eould be expected that they would "destroy or scatter the 
92 

savage enemies." 

Within two weeks, rations had been contracted for and supplies 

drawn, and on November 23 and 24 the eommand left for the frontier in 

two sections, armed with the customary Colts and long, heavy muzzle-

loaders of a type known as "Mlnie" rifles, somewhat tinwieldy for mounted 

serviee but considered by Ford to be reasonably accurate at a half-mile 

distance. The eaptain led his troopers into northern Comanche County 

and there, near the junction of Mercer's Creek and the South Leon River, 

erected the stoekade and permanent buildings of a base which he desig-

93 nated Camp Leon. Then he be:~an drilling his eager but ineaqDorienced 

Rangers, imparting to them his hard-won wisdom conceriiing Indian-fight-

94 
ing tactics. 

During the winter. Ford unintentionally became involved in the 

unpleasant Garland controversy in Bale Pinto County. A band of seveft-

teen Indians, mostly women and children, traveling beyond the borders 

of the Brazos Reserve with Agent Ross' permission, had been attacked 

early on the morning of December 27 by a party of frontiersmen alleged

ly led by one Peter Garland, Seven adult Indians had been killed as 

they slept and a number of women and children wounded. Some details 

9^ State Gazette (Austin), November 27, 1858. 

9^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 757. 

9^ For exas^le, his Rio Grande service had taught him that mounted 
Comanches always should be attacked from the right rear, thus neutral
izing their skill as bowmen. 



218 

of the attaek reaehed Ford, who promptly forwarded them to the gover-
95 nor. 

Ford went to Austin about the middle of January, probably to 

confer with the governor as to the position to be taken by the Rangers 

during the iqproar over the incident, possibly to discuss a reconnais

sance to the Colorado and Concho rivers. While in the eapital, Ford 

consulted with Major Neighbors and assured the agent of his co-operar-

96 
tion should the civil authorities request Ranger assistanee. t^n 

his return to Camp Leon, Ford found awaiting him a deputizatlon from 

Judge N.W. Battle of the Nineteenth Judicial District, ordering the 

captain to arrest Garland and seventeen others. "Old Rip" immediately 

wrote E.J. Gurley, prosecuting attorney in the affair, that he had 

no intention of recognizing the deputizatlon, since he had been 

addressed as a military officer in what was a civil matter, and that 

97 
the governor alone had authority to conmand him. Gurley complained 

98 

to Governor Runnels of Ford's attltttde, and the executive, on Feb

ruary 11, ordered Ford to assist the civil authorities at their re-

. 99 
quest. 

Captain Ford replied promptly to the governor's order, inform

ing Runnels in a private letter of February 16 that he had not recog-

95 Ford to Runnels (n.d.), G.L. 

^ Ford, "^femoirs," IV, p. 765. 

9*̂  Ford to E.J. Gurley, January 22, 1859, Strata Gazette (Austin), 
March 5, 1859. 

^ Gurley to Runnels, February 3> 1859, G.L. 

99 Runnels to Ford, February 11, 1859, G.L. 
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nized the deputation because he was sure that action on his part would 

result in a elash between the Rangers and the citizens, to the embai^ 

rassment of Runnels' administration; that, while he had promised to 

aid Neighbors, he had not agreed to replace the civil officers in mak

ing any arrest; that he had heard he was to be dismissed from the ser

vice for refusing the deputizatlon; and that "if anything in the shape 

of a sacrifice of position should be demanded ^ e woul^7 ^^^ ^^ ""O"* 

willingly." He stated his intention of making a scout to find Indians, 

and warned the governor that the recall of the Rangers might create a 

100 
situation resulting in additional expense to the state. Ford feared, 

on the ground of earlier inforraation from Runnels, that the company 

might be mustered out before its term of enlistment was up — perhaps 

b.for. a campaign «ight be l.«nched.^°^ 

Doubtless, then. Ford welcomed the eirciunstances \diich were to 

put his Rangers on the march. On Februaiy 22, he had ridden to the 

Clear Fork Reserve to muster out, in accordance with Runnels' orders, 

the company of Lieutenant Marlin which had been retained in serviee 

102 
past its enlistment term, probably at the suggestion of Neighbors. 

While there a message from Captain Ross summoned him to the Brazos Re

serve, where a erisis had arisen. A large band of hostlles, driving a 

herd of stolen horses, had passed up the country and had taken some 

Caddo mounts in a daylight raid on the Reserve pastures. Ford hurried 

to Ross' headquarters, where he and the agent hastily organized a 

^ ^ Ford to Runnels, February 16, 1859, G.L. 

^^^ Exec. Rec. Bk. No. 277, pp. 246-247. 

^ Runnels to Ford, February 7, 1859, G.L. 
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force to take the trail of the raiders. 

With twsnty-three of his own company, ten of Marlin's men ei>-

listed for the expedition, and about twenty-five Indian scouts, in

cluding Chul-e-quah, Jim Linney, and others who had participated in 

the May, 1858, raid. Ford left the Brazos Agency on February 24, fol

lowing on the trail of Jim Pock Mark and a small party who already were 

103 

on the track of the marauders. Ford struck the camp of the reser

vation Indians near the head of the West Fork of the Trinity, \there he 

found John Cadelo and eight or nine companions. From Cadelo he learned 

that the reservation band had divided, a few following Jim Pock Mark 

farther on the trail of the thieves. Ford hesitated, not fully under

standing the situation nor confident of his control over his Indian 

scouts. He finally decided that, rather than follow Jim Pock Mark's 

group, he would mareh his command to Camp Radziminski, established 

the previous September as a Regular Army depot on Otter Creek, near 

the Ranger camp site of the previous May. There Major Earl Van Dorn 

commanded a Second Cavrlxy contingent, and Ford hoped to merge his 

men with Van Dorn's troopers in a joint esqpedition against the hostlles 

104 
high up on the Tterth Fork of Red River. 

While marching toward Radziminski, Ford was dismayed to hear 

that Van Dorn was absent on a scout. Since it was now too late to 

turn baek to the trail of the horse-thieves. Ford pushed the command 

forward, camping on the bitter cold night of February 28 on Otter 

^^^ Ford to Runnels, February 24, 1859, G.L.; Sergeant L.G. Fld-
ler to Runnels, March 21, 1859, G.L.; Ford to Runnels, April 12, 1859, 
G.L. 

lOi^ 
Ford to Runnels, April 12, 1859, G.L. 
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Creek, eight or ten miles below the depot. The next day the eaptain 

and a few Rangers rode to Radziminski for supplies, arriving just be

fore a blizzard that drove Van Dorn's patrol baek to camp. The two 

commanders discussed the possibilities of a joint operation, but heavy 

snow on Mareh 6 and 7 removed any enthusiasm Van Dorn may have enter-

105 
talned for the projeet, and the suffering of the horses from both 

the severe cold and the lack of forage made the plan impracticable in 
106 

his opinion. 

"Rip" Ford, however, had come to hunt Indians. Accordingly, he 

prepared to strike out as soon as the weather permitted. He moved his 

camp several miles nearer Radziminski and waited for the grass to turn 

green and for his mounts to recuperate. Meanwhile, the Rangers hunted 

buffalo and Ford spent many pleasant hours at the depot in the company 

of Lieutenant Fitzhugh Lee and other amiable officers of the Second 

Cavalry. After about a week, the Rangers Ixccke camp. Some of the re

servation Indians returned home, but the remainder of the command fol

lowed "Old Rip" westward. For several days they filed along Red River 

before angling across country to Pease River. After skirting the 

brushy banks of the latter stream for about two days, they turned 

south onto the open plains where buffalo grazed by the thousands, the 

Rangers estimating that they oeeasionally had thirty thousand beasts 

in view at a time (although Ford thought their estimate too high). 

Where buffalo were plentiful, Indians too might be numerous, and the 

^^^ Van Dorn may not have been anxious to share a campaign with 
the Rangers. Regular Army officers seem to have felt some jealousy 
over the success of Ford's raid of the year before. 

^ ^ Ford to Runnels, April 12, 1859, G.L. 
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group marched with extreme caution, Chul-e-quah and a few con^anions 

scouting ahead. South they rode until Chul-e-quah's abrupt signal 

brought the short column to a halt. In solemn sign language the chief 

scout ia5>arted to Jim Linney the Information that no water lay in the 

direction they were taking, and that the course thereafter must be 

southeast. Ford suspected that the scout had changed the line of 

march deliberately to avoid hostile Indians and that the reservation 
107 

allies would prove undependable if commanded to continue southward. 

Sinee their defeetion would leave him with too few followers to engage 

a large enemy band, "Rip" Ford reluctantly turned his Rangers in the 

direction indieated by Chul-e-quah, and, on Mareh 30, behind their 

disconsolate eaptain, the frustrated Rangers rode into the Comanehe 

108 
reservation at Canqp Cooper. From that point the eommand marched for 

Camp Leon, traveling by way of the Brazos Reserve to discharge the In-
109 

dian scouts and to muster out Lieutenant Marlin's men. 

The march from the Brazos agency to Camp Leon was uneventful, 

exoept for momentary excitenent among Palo Pinto County citizens who 

thought the Rangers had come to arrest the Garland party. On April 

11, the company entered Camp Leon after a scout of seven hundred miles, 

and on the next day Ford sent Sergeant F.A. Kirk galloping for Austin 

^̂ "̂  Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 760-761. 
108 

The Rangers changed direction probably in western Cottle or 
eastern Motley County. A year later . Ranger "Chicken" Morris, iidie had 
been with Chul-e-quah's scouts, confirmed Ford's suspicion about the 
proximity of hostlles. 

^ ^ Ford to Runnels, April 12, 1859, G.L.; Ford, "Memoirs," IV, 
p. 762. 

^^° Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 763. 
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with his official report, which summed xsp the scout by stating that 

"We did not meet the enemy, but we did all we could to find him."^^"^ 

The enemy, however, had found the Rangers; during Ford's absence, while 

lieutenant Gibbons and a camp guard occupied Camp Leon, an Indian paid 

a nocturnal visit to the corral and removed two horses from beneath 

the nose of a dumfounded and inexperienced sentry, to Gibbon's chagrin 

and Ford's disgust. 

nie report informed Runnels that the frontier still was excited 

over the possibility of a major Comanehe invasion, and that it still 

was harassed constantly by small thieving parties that entered the set-

113 
tlements on foot, stole horses, and vanished leaving no trail. 

Frontiersmen still nursed resentment against the reservation Comanches, 

a point upon which "Old Rip" elaborated in a separate letter to the 

governor en April 14, stating his certainty that the Penatekas were 

aetlng in eonplieity with their wild brethren, and insisting that they 

were "doing more damage to the frontier than if they were openly hos

tile." Ford held the opinion that the Reserve Comanches were %raiting 

for a convenient opportunity to raid the settlements before abseondlng 

to their belligerent relatives. He presented the problem thuss "Wheth

er it would be policy to antieipate them is the question. We have facts 

^^^ Ford to Runnels, April 12, 1859, G.L. Sergeant Kirk's ap
pearance in Austin disproved "The account of the company being slaugh
tered by Indians. . . . " Kirk made the trip in two days, perhaps a new 
record over the distanee. If he was the Fred A. Kirk of Austin who was 
married at Lampasas the next week, his speed may be understandable. 

112 
Ford did not blame Gibbons, saying, "He could keep on a guard, 

be on the alert day and night, but it was beyond his power to put brains 
into the thick skull of a natural booby." Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 781. 

^ ^ Ford to Runnels, April 12, 1859, G.L. 
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114 
to justify us in attacking them." 

Even as Captain Ford wrote, a solution to the situation was in 

the making. The day after he had thus expressed his views, on April 

15, Runnels wrote Ford that the State Gazî lfî  of that day carried an 

item reporting the plan of the federal government to remove the reser

vation bands from Texas. It now seemed unlikely that the exseutive 

would revoke his earlier order to disband the Ranger company upon the 

expiration of its enlistment. Furthermore, the defense appropriation 

had been exhausted, and it was obvious that the governor would not ro
ll 6 

quest an additional appropriation for the seime purpose. Runnels 

suggested that, pending action by the federal government, the citizens 

ll6 
in the exposed settlements organize for defense, presenting an Idea 

117 
whieh eertain of his Llano constituents seemed to have anticipated. 

Ford's failure to faring the hostlles to an engagement did not, 

however, lessen the appreciation of many of the settlers for the Ran

ger operations. An anonymous correspondent who disclaimed holding any 

brief for Ford defended the Rangers in the jftat̂  Gazette. 

I have had repeated conversations with the settlers in the 
vicinity of Camp Leon (Capt. Ford's Station) and they speak in 
high terms of the energy and activity of Ford's command. If 
any of those gentlemen who, with Argus eyes, have feigned to 

^ ^ Ford to Runnels, April 14, 1859, G.L. 

^ Runnels obviously desired to avoid a financial issue in an 
eleetion year. 

116 Runnels to Ford, April U , 1859, G.L. 

11''' Smothlng Iron ̂ ijgZ and the rest of the Denocratie Ja^^ Moun
tains to Runnels, Mareh 5, 1859, G.L. The writer, whose letter is as 
sincere as it is illiterate, ends by saying, "if ̂ Si — 0"^ f̂ x̂t hope, 
fail us our last (and) (only) hope is in our own good rifles." 
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discover his derelictions, will address a communication to the 
citizens of the North leon they can procure sufficient testi
mony to convince them that they are in possession of the common 
frailties of humanityj verb. sat.H" 

With no further use for his pistols. Ford now took up the pen. 

He believed that his position in the new closed Garland affair perhaps 

had not been understood sufficiently. John Marshall threw open the 

columns of the State Gazette to Ford and his chief critics. Judge Battle 

and Gurley. Side by side in the issue of April 30 appeared the judge's 

letter deputizing Ford and the letter's two-column defense of his re

fusal to accept deputizatlon, based largely on his belief that a eivll 

jidge had no authority to issue orders to a military commander. In

cluded in the defense was a letter from Giirley to Ford, which the Ran-

119 

ger characterized as an excellent Illustration of "soft soap." Gur

ley, however, appears to have had the last word publicly. His reply, 

printed in the issue of May 21, said, after commenting on "soft soap," 

that enough of a "lather" had already been worked up, and he believed 

120 
it was now time to cease such "barbarous" correspondence. 

Through correspondence. Ford also disposed of another matter. 

On arriving at Canqp Leon, he had been surprised to learn that Austin 

rumor had him a possible gubernatorial candidate. In a letter to Run

nels, he quick3.y disclaimed any such aspirations, and the rumor ap-

*T A ' A 121 paorently soon died. 

^^^ State Gazette (Austin), April 30, 1859. 

^̂ îbM. 

^^ifel^.. May 21, 1859. 

121 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 781. 
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Since the Rangers were due for discharge on Msiy 10, early in 

the month Ford diseontinued his patrolling around Camp Leon and took 

his men to Austin. Tl-iore the company was mastered out and Ford sur

rendered his accounts and state weapons to Bird Holland of the Texas 

State Department. His official duties at an end, "Rip" Ford again 

rode home to shed the buckskin of the frontier officer for the sober 

broadcloth of the private citizen, and to resume the quiet round of 

eivic and domestic affairs until another crisis shoiild summon him to 

the saddle. 



CHAPTER VII 

CORTINA AND THE BORDER WAR, 1859-1860 

Throughout the summer and fall of 1859, John Ford remained in 

Austin verifying the accounts he submitted for expenses incurred for 

his late company, and occasionally assisting his friends with their 

public transactions. Until he had justified his expenditures. Ford 

could draw no pay nor could he reimburse the bondsmen whose services 

he required when he accepted a commission as a financially account

able officer. This he explained to his friend and bondsman, Ed 

Burleson, in a letter ^ich also contained comment on the recent 

gubernatorial eaaqpalgn between Runnels and Houston. 

No evidence reveals that Ford took a prominent pfiirt in the 

effort to re-elect Runnels. The ex-Ranger's politieal influence may 

have diminished somevrtiat because of his role in the troubles around 

the Brazos reservation. Moreover, he foresaw a Houston victory and 

must have felt that his efforts on Runnels' behalf would be wasted. 

He indieated as mueh when he wrote to Burleson. 

The eleetion has gone largely for Gen. Houston. I doubted 
the result, unless a change could be effected on the frontier, 
and I saw no prospect of that. It appears to me, that Gov. 
Runnels started out with something like five thousand majority 
against him in a given scope of country. I did not believe he 
could overcome it. . . . 

You may rest assured if Gen. Houston does not accord a very 
liberal degree of protection to the frontier he will get he-11 
from that quarter and very soon too. Gov. Runnels ran his boat 
against that rock and went overboard — Gen. Houston should 
profit by his exan^le.l 

^ Ford to Burleson, August 11, 1859, Ed Burleson papers. 
Center, U.T. Barker Center, U.T 
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Like most of the capital's population during the autumn of 1859, 

Ford followed with indignant interest the events of a disturbance a-

long the Rio Grande soon dignified as the "Cortinas JjA.£] War." The 

rascally Juan Nepomuceno Cortina, son of a respected Mexican ranehlng 

family, at the head of a band of desperadoes was making life and prop

erty in the I3rownsville area unsafe. In July, 1859, Cortina had shot 

the Brownsville marshall and fled to Matamoros. Returning on Septem

ber 28 with a group of friends, he invaded Brownsville, seeking Adolphus 

Glavaeke and others who had attempted to form a posse to arrest him. 

After killing several citizens in the town, but avoiding plundering, 

he retired to his mother's ranch about nine miles up the river, where 

he attraeted a following of Mexican outlaws and disgruntled Mexiean-

Americans. There were no United States troops to oppose him since 

General Twiggs, anticipating increased activity on the part of hos

tile Indians, had transferred the garrisons from the Rio Grande to 

the Northwest frontier. The desperate citizens organised for defense 

and sent out calls for help. Iheir refusal to release a eaptured 

member of the gang led to reprisals. Cortina attempted to eapture 

Brownsville and subsequently issued a proclamation directed against 

the legal authorities in the area. After a rumor of the sacking and 

burning of Brownsville proved false, the War Department cancelled its 

orders for the transfer of troops to the Rio Grande. Meanwhile, 

Cortina made life and property insecure from Brownsville to Rio Grande 

City, ^y November Twiggs recognized that the situation was desperate 

^ The correct spelling is Cortina. No effort has been made to 
call attention to its misspelling in quoted material because of the 
frequency with >Aiieh the error therein occurs. 
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and dispatched the Brownsville Expedition, under Major Samuel P. Heint-

zelman. First Infantry, to the border. Tlie governor also acted. He 

commissioned William G. Tobin of San Antonio a major of Rangers with 

orders to organize companies and co-operate with the federal sol

diers. 

Shortly after Heintzelman left San Antonio for the Rio Grande, 

"Rip" Ford unexpeetedly was summoned into service. A rumor reached 

Austin that Cortina had invaded and burned Corpus Christi. State 

Senator Forbes Britten of that town, who was at the time in the cap

ital attending a session of the legislature, was greatly perturbed. 

Ford sou^t him out to reassure him that the rumor was probably 

false. Encountering the agitated Britten on Congress Avenue, Ford 

was discussing the nmior with him when Governor Runnels came along. 

Halting the executive. Senator Britten passionately described the 

calamity whieh had befallen his home town. "The General's eyes 

danced wildly in their sockets, his chin trembled, and his voiee 

quivered with emotion." Visibly inrpressed. Runnels turned to Ford, 

who stood watching Britten give the performance of "a first class 

actor." "Ford," the governor ordered, "you must go; you must go at 

4 
once, and swiftly." 

In the dusk of the next evening. Ford and seven eompanions in

adequately amed and without waiting for official orders, rode south. 

>fcLJor S.P. Heintzelman to Brevet Colonel R.E. Lee, March 1, 
1860, "Troubles on the Texas Frontier," U.S. House Exec. Doc. No. 81, 
36th Cong., 1st sess., pp. 2-14. Hereafter referred to as "Troubles 
on the Texas Frontier." 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 789-790. 
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Several others joined him on the road to Goliad, where public-minded 

citizens provided funds for outfitting a company. On November 17, 

Runnels sent Ford orders and authority to act. At the rank and pay 

of major. Ford was to lead a company organized at Goliad and to take 

overall command of other state companies in the field. The Ranger 

units, whose organization was to be in accordance with United States 

cavalry companies, were to co-operate with the United States author

ities and to go to the aid of Tobin's command in Brownsville. His 

basio assignment was made clean "The service required is to protect 

the western frontier against Cortinas and his band and to arrest them 
5 

if possible." 

Ford reported from Goliad, on November 22, that Cortina's force 

was estimated at between 600 and 700 men and that Twiggs' %rithdrawal 

of United States troops caused the Mexicans to think that Texas had 

6 
been abandoned by the federal government. By that time, however. 

Runnels had concluded that the emergency was over. He dispatched 

orders to Ford to discharge all his recruits exoept one eonqpany of 

from 100 to 150 men and to proceed with it to Brownsville or the seat 

7 
of the distiffbanee. On November 23 the governor sent additional 

instruetions for Ford to hold an eleetion of the Goliad and Tobin's 

companies for a major to command both as a battalion. F\irthermore, 

the Rangers were ordered not to cross the Rio Grande unless author

ized by the Mexican authorities and the judge of the Eleventh Judi-

Governor H.R. Runnels to Ford, November 17, 1859, G.L. 

^ Ford to Runnels, November 22, 1859, C L . 

"^ Runnels to Ford, November 22, 1859, G.L. 
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Eleventh Judieial District of the state.^ 

"Old Rip", meanwhile, had moved on to Banquete, twenty-four 

miles west of Corpus Christi, where he procured supplies and assembled 

the company. With an ambulance, a wagon, and fifty-odd men, he left 

his oamp near Banquete about December 1, bearing south for the ranch 

of Richard King. From there the Rangers marched to Los Indios ranch, 

about twenty-two miles north of Brownsville, where they went into camp 

on the evening of December 13, under the watchful eyes of Cortina's 

scouts. Here the command organized itself, selecting Joe Walker, 

Ford's erstwhile publishing partner, as captain, William H. Fry first 

lieutenant, and William Howard second lieutenant. Next morning, after 

the Rangers had been on the road about an hour, the distant thunder of 

cannon indicated that somewhere off to their right a battle was in 

progress. Whipping to a full gallop, the company made for Brownsville, 

where nervous residents at first mistook them for Cortina adherents. 

Mifflin Kenedy, whose citizen company was drawn up in the main street, 

told Ford that Heintzelman had gone up the river early that morning 

with a command of Regulars and Rangers, and that the sound of the guns 

indicated he was in action. To the cheers of the Brownsville people. 

Ford led his men at a run out of town and up the river road. At one 

o'clock, too late to get into the fight, Ford's riders reined in at 

Jesus Leon's ranch, about thirteen miles above Brownsville, where 

they found Heintzelman's command resting after having defeated and 

9 
briefly piirsued Cortina. 

8 

9 

Runnels to Ford, November 23, 1859, G.L. 

Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 791-793• 
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From Heintzelman, Ford learned the details of the affair. 

With 165 Regulars and 120 Rangers under Tobin, Heintzelman left Browns

ville at 2 A.M. to surprise Cortina, who was reported to be entrenched 

some eight miles above the town. Although the command found the en

trenchments abandoned, it ran into brisk cannon and rifle fire from 

the heavy growth along the road two miles farther on. After less than 

an hour of skirmishing, Heintzelman occupied La Ebonal ranch, which 

had served as headquarters for the brigands. Cortina's mounted men 

floundered to safety across the Rio Grande and his foot soldiery fell 

back up the river road. After pursuing the latter several miles to 

Leon's, Heintzelman halted. A steady rain had dampened the gunpowder 

sufficiently to make further pursuit useless. On December 15, Ford 

and his men returned with Heintzelman's command in the continuing 

downpour to Brownsville, from where, on the following day, "Old Rip" 

reported the affair to the governor. 

After conferring at Fort Brown on their respective instructions. 

Ford and Heintzelman decided to operate as a single force. Ford there

upon placed his men under Heintzelman's command, as Tobin alre&dy had 

done. There was no time to hold an election for a battalion major, 

for Heintzelman immediately sent all the mounted units out to patrol; 

Tobin toward Point Isabel, Captain George Stoneman and his "E" Company 

of the Second Cavalry toward Las Norias rancho. and Ford with sixty 

Heintzelman to department headquarters, December 16, 1859, 
"Difficulties on the Southwestern Frontier," U.S. House Exec. Doc. 
No. 52, 36th Cong., 1st sess., pp. 87-88. Hereafter cited as "Dif
ficulties on the Southwestern Fi'ontier." 

11 
B on xne oouLnwestern rromiier." 

Ford to Runnels, December 16, 1859, G.L. 
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men toward the Fresnos ranch, about twenty-three miles up the Corpus 

Christi road near Cortina's ranch of San Jose. After scouting for 

four days, the patrols returned late on December 20 without having en-

12 
countered any sign of Cortina. On the following morning, with 150 

Regulars and 198 Rangers, Heintzelman again marched up the river in 

13 
search of Cortina. 

Ford, with two Ranger companies, was detailed to protect Major 

Heintzelman's right flank. For two days and nights the Rangers fol

lowed a blundering, timorous guide through densely thicketed country 

without finding more than a recently abandoned bandit camp. Before 

day on December 23, Ford's party joined the main command on the river 

road and marched with it for three days before going into camp at Las 

Cuevas ranch, eighteen miles below Rio Grande City. That night in 

council with Heintzelman, his officers and the Ranger commanders for

mulated plans for the next day' s operations against Rio Grande City, 

where Cortina was assumed to be. 

Ford was to set out immediately on a night march around Cor

tina' s left flank and by daylight to be on the river road between Rio 

Grande City and Roma. The main command would start at midnight and 

be in position to open battle at daybreak. As soon as the council 

broke up. Ford moved out with the companies of Captains Walker, Her-

ron, and Hampton, eighty men in all, including several of Ford's "Old 

Rangers and the sturdy volunteer aide, H. Clay Davis. About an hour 

later, they were suddenly challenged by a shot from a Cortina outpost. 

1^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 79^^-796. 

•̂  Heintzelman to department headquarters, December 27, 1859, 
"Difficulties on the Southwestern Frontier," pp. 97-98. 
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but Davis assured Ford that the thick chaparral would prevent the ban

dit from warning his comrades before the attack began. A short dis

tance farther, the Rangers reached the home of a Mexican friend of 

Davis, near Ringgold Barracks, where Ford learned that he could not 

flank Cortina because of the chaparral; that the bandit strength was 

greater than Heintzelman had estimated; and that Cortina had a strong 

picket only two hundred yards away. Ford, in view of the unexpected 

situation, decided to await Heintzelman's arrival. Meanwhile, the 

wearer Rangers, their bridle reins wrapped around their bands, sprawled 

to get what sleep they might. 

Shortly before daylight, the rumble of caissons told Ford of 

Heintzelman's approach. Ford hurried his command to the road, made a 

hasty report which the tired Heintzelman only oartly comprehended, 

and requested permission to open the attack. Heintzelman consented, 

assigning the remaining Ranger companies of Tobin and "Uncle Pete" 

Tomlinson to Ford's command. Ford immediately moved to the front, 

forced in Cortina's picket, and, at the corner of Ringgold Barracks, 

repulsed a reconnaissance party. Then, skirting Rio Grande City, he 

rushed a hill reported to be Cortina's command post, but the bandit 

had withdrawn his men to a position on the road above the town. Ob

scurely through the fog. Ford observed that Cortina's right wing lay 

between the Roma road and the Rio Grande, while the left enveloped a 

cemetery. Ordering Tobin to assault the cemetery, he advanced with 

his own columns against the enemy's right, leaving the center open so 

that Heintzelman could take position and employ the artillery. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 797-801. 
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While crossing the Roma road. Ford was caught in the fire from 

Cortina'8 field pieees, ensconced in a fence corner beside the road. 

He promptly dispatched Lieutenant Fry and a small dismounted detach

ment to silence the cannon. Fry's patrol hurried away, accompanied 

by tall, urbane S.A. Loughridge, a volunteer aide who had been a col

onel under William Walker in Nicaragua. Moving up to the fence behind 

which the bandit guns lay, Fry's riflemen opened a harassing fire on 

the cannoneers and their protecting infantry force. Loughridge, with 

an empty pistol, found himself within ten yards of a Cortina rifleman 

who fired upon him unsucces:?fully once, twice, and began reloading 

for a third try. 

At this critical moment George W. /"Chicken^ Morris came 
up. The Colonel saluted him blandly — "Good morning, ̂ vir. 
Morris, will you please kill that Mexican?", pointing to his 
opponent. Quick as thought Morris' Sharpe was heard; the Mex
ican fell dead. Loughridge bowed politely — ^yery much 
obliged to you Mr. Morris."15 

Meanwhile, with his main force, Ford swung in an arc to the 

right to flank the artillery. Forty yards from the guns he dismounted 

his men and moved up to reinforce Fry. In spite of a blast of grape 

shot which bruised Ford and wounded fourteen others, the rifle fire 

soon drove the gunners from their pieces. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 801, 805-806. 

Heintzelman to department headquarters, December 27, 1859, 
"Difficulties on the Southwestern Frontier," pp. 97-98; New Orleans 
Picayune. January 22, i860. The wounded, in addition to Ford, were 
W.R. Henry, Davis ^ . Clay27» J«»8« Kay, James Richards, John Grif
fin, Stephen Ferrill, Frank L. Estrange ^'estrange^/, James T. Cal
laway, Richard BuUer, Joseph Famoro, Dr. J. Hough, Marcellus Harris, 
John M. Ingraham ^Jngram]/, and C. Reich. 
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Before Ford could order a charge to seize the artillery, Cor

tina opened a heavy musket fire on the Rangers from front, right 

flank, and rear, Tobin, repulsed at the cemetery, joined "Old Rip"'s 

dontingent. As the fire slackened. Ford recognized the "Charge" sound

ed by a Mexican bugler. Hurriedly he dismounted hia men and spread 

them behind a screen of chaparral. Out of the fog came the charge of 

Cortina's horsemen, but a roaring volley from the partially hidden 

Rangers emptied many saddles. The remaining riders turned and disap

peared into the enveloping fog. The dismounted Rangers followed in 

pursuit for a short distance until Ford ordered them back to their 

horses. Heintzelman, unaware of the early action because of the muf

fling effect of the fog and the failure of two of Ford's couriers to 

reach him, came up at this point. He readily acquiesoed to Ford's 

request to pursue the reluctantly withdrawing Mexicans, and watched 

the Rangers trot up the Roma road into the mist. 

On the farther edge of a ravine, about five miles up the road, 

Cortina rallied his hard-pressed forces for a stand. Because the fog 

made identification uncertain even at twenty yards, Ford withheld his 

fire until a volley from the enemy muskets revealed their position. 

Then he led a headlong charge which forced the enemy to abandon one of 

their cannon. Ranger "Big" Henry sprang upon the loaded giuj and fired 

17 
it, sending the bandits fleeing in pa; ic up the river toward Roma. 

Fearing that they might loot Roma, Ford followed in close pursuit, but 

Cortina and about twenty men escaped "Redhead" Thomas and a squad of 

1^ This was W.R. Henry, grandson of Virginia's Patrick Henry, a 
former Ranger captain and an ex-Regular Army sergeant. He had unsuc
cessfully opposed Walker for the captaincy at the company election at 
Los Indios. 
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Rangers by swimming the riv^r to ŝ afety in Mcxico."^^ The rest of the 

bandit force dispersed before Ford'n relentless pursuit. He appro

priated their other cannon and reached Roma without further hindrance. 

That night "Rip"'s command marched the fifteen miles back to Ringgold 

Barracks. Upon Ford's recomnondation, Heintzelman sent Stoneman pnd 

his company to garrison Roma, lest Cortina attempt to take It.^^ 

At Rio Grande City, "Rip" Ford encountered an old acquaintance, 

Judge Sam Stewart. The judge, who had been Cortina's prisoner, re

lated that on the previous ni^t the Mexieans had informed him that 

they intended to shoot him the next day, but "Just after daylight on 

the twenty-seventh, I heard Col. Ford shout out these words, '0 yes, 

you yellow sons of guns, we've got you.' I thought his was the sweet-

est voiee I ever heard." Tt nae reported in Austin that the Ranger 

eaptain had used a less complimentary epithet. 

Two days later, in reporting the battle to Governor Houston, 

Ford advised that the Cortina War was not over. He was of the opinion 

that Cortina was supported by the conservative Mlramon party, which at 

the time was in revolt against the Juarez government. Four or five 

21 
hundred men, he thought, should be kept in service along the border. 

Now that there was a lull in the fighting. Ford proceeded to 

hold the election for major. He made no effort to obtain the office. 

18 
Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 80î . 

19 
Heintzelman to departtient headquarters, December 27, 1859, 

"Difficulties on the Southwestern Frontier," pp. 97-98; Ford, "Mem
oirs," IV, pp. 803-80^;, 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 805. 

21 
Ford to Governor Sam Houston, December 29, 1859, G.L. 
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except to propose to Tobin that they both resign their commissions be

fore standing for election, the loser to serve in the ranks. Tobln 

rejected the proposition. He defeated Ford by six votes, principally 

through the efforts of Lieutenant John Littleton, the succesEfia as-

22 
pirant for Tobin's vacated captaincy. Ford felt no obligation to 

remain in serviee, particularly under Tobin whom he regarded as a poor 

officer. Captain Walker and his company shared Ford's views and, as 

they had enlisted for no specific period, marched with "Old Rip" to 

Brownsville for mustering out. 

At Brownsville, Ford received a pleasant surprise. Angel 

Navarro and Richard H. Taylor, commissioners acting under authority 

from Governor Houston, were on hand to make a complete investigation 

of the Cortina trouble and to expedite its settlement. Already they 

had decided to reorganize the Ranger force, without including Tobin 

in the new organization. On January 12, i860, they ordered Tobin to 

23 
march his men to Brownsville for discharge. As Taylor explained to 

Houston, "There is nothing like command among the Rangers, so we have 

ordered 'Major' Tobin from Rio Grande City to this place to be mus

tered for discharge. . . . The present officer /Tobio/ I am told by 

2A 
good judges is utterly incompetent to command in the field. ..." 

The commissioners certainly were justified in their action. 

Tobin's command had been an inglorious incident in Ranger annals. 

^^ William G. Tobin to Houston, January 2, i860, G.L.; Ford, 
"Memoirs," IV, pp. 810-811. 

^^ A. Navarro and Richard H. Taylor to Tobin, January 12, i860, 
G.L. 

^ R.H. Taylor to Houston, January 16, i860, G.L. Ford, in 
Brownsville at the time, probably was one of "the good judges." 
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From the night of November 10, 1859, when they had entered Brownsville 

under a shower of grape shot from citizens who mistook them for a band 

of Cortina's men, they had neither discipline nor morale. On the next 

night they removed Tomas Cabrera, Cortina's lieutenant, from the 

Brownsville jail and informally hanged him. A few days later, Little

ton and thirty men fell into a Cortina ambush on Palo Alto prairie and 

fled with four fatalities. They demonstrated futilely on November 19 

at a safe distance from a Cortina stronghold. On November 2^, Tobin 

and about 250 men, Rangers and citizens, were repulsed at Cortina's 

entrenchments several miles above Brownsville, retiring hastily before 

the fire of two cannon which Cortina had seized earlier from a joint 

Brownsville-Mexican National Guard force. On the next day, Tobin 

again prepared to attack but, some of the men objecting, "it was de

cided to be imprudent to risk an attack," whereupon the conunand which 

25 
so valiantly had marched up the river trailed quietly back. When, 

on December 5, Heintzelman and 122 Regulars reached Brownsville, from 

San Antonio, Tobin immediately put himself under the major's orders, 

but when ordered to scout Cortina's position, he failed to get close 

enough to the enemy lines to obtain any information. Heintzelman 

took Tobin's Rangers along on the La Ebonal expedition of December 

H-15, to no particular advantage, according to his reports 

I was desirous of having a reconnoisance /ja^cj made before 
proceeding further; the rangers were so thoroughly stampeded by 
their previous expedition that it was only after much difficulty 
and delay that I could get any one to go, and then only by Judge 

^^ Ford to Lieutenant W.C. Thomas, February 22, I860, Ford, "Mem
oirs," V, pp. 8^^-851; Heintzelman to Lee, March 1, I860, "Troubles on 
the Texas Frontier," pp. 2-1^. 
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Davis, who had been sent out with them before, volunteering 
to go with them; . . .26 

Nor were Tobin's men any less a problem when not in action. Mail-

rider F.M. Campbell, whose ranch near Brownsville Tobin had occupied 

as a base, complained of their carelessness in a letter to Captain J.B. 

Ricketts at Ringgold Barraeks. "They burnt up my pens and fences for 

firewood, and one horse by accident. They also used a few hogs and 

goats and fifty barrels of sweet potatoes, and for which the command

er refuses to pay me, . . ," He estimated the value of property taken 

27 
by Cortina at $200; that destroyed by the Rangers at $1,000. 

As quickly as they could, Navarro and Taylor set about improv

ing the situation among the state troops. By the courier who carried 

their order to Tobin they inquired of Heintzelman at Roma the number 

28 
of Rangers he needed to support his cavalry. Heintzelman estimated 

29 
that two companies would be sufficient. The commissioners found the 

nucleus for the foree at hand. When Ford discharged Walker's company 

on January 17, Vv&lker and some twenty men had gone home, but "Old 

Rip" and the rest, on a hunch had stayed in Brownsville. On January 

20, the commissioners enlisted Ford and thirty of the group for a year. 

Heintzelman to Lee, March 1, I860, "Troubles on the Texas 
Frontier," p. 7. 

^ F.M. Campbell to Captain J.B. Ricketts, January 28, i860, 
ibi^., p. 19. 

^^ Navarro and Taylor to Heintzelman, January 12, i860, "Diffi
culties on the Southwestern Frontier," p. 117. 

^ Heintzelman to State Commissioners, February 2, I860, "Trou
bles on the Texas Frontier," p. 62. 

^ Tobin to Houston, January 2, i860, G.L. 

31 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 812. 
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"unless sooner discharged by order of the Governor." The company 

elected Ford captain. Matt Nolan, Ford's former bugler, first lieu

tenant, and John J. Dix and William D. Howard second lieutenants. 

Ford was then ordered to recruit the company up to a total strength 

of eighty-three. On February 1, Littleton's company arrived from Ring

gold Barracks for discharge. He and most of his men volunteered for 

the new organization. The coramissloners prcsnptly swore them in, with 

the approval of Ford who considered Littleton a better officer than 

his record under Tobin indicated. Littleton was elected captain of 

"B" Company, John N. Paschal was chosen first lieutenant, and Arthur 

32 
Pugh and Bennett Jordan second lieutenants. The commissioners now 

designated lord Senior Captain in coimnand of both companies but un-

33 der the direct orders of Major Heintzelman. Thus was formed the 

Rio Grande Squadron, which was to be largely instrumental in bringing 

to a quick close the Cortina War. When word of Ford's re-employment 

reached Austin, W.A. Pitts, Ford's former lieutenant, passed the word 

along to Ed Burleson, now a Ranger captain preparing to leave for the 

Indian frontier. Apparently Pitts considered Ford to be a poor risk 

at the time, either because of the letter's free dispersal of state 

funds or because of the hazardous nature of "Old Rip"'s new assign

ment. At any rate, he so advised Burleson. 

^^ Navarro to Houston, January 26, i860, G.L.; Ford, "Memoirs," 
IV, pp. 812-813. 

^^ State Commissioners to Ford, Special Order, February 2, i860, 
O.L. 
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_ I have made some inquiry in relation to Old Rip's a/cs 
/account^ with the State. I find him charged with some 
$500 on a/c of his last company. I do not know how much 
more, he has not settled for neither of his last 2 com
panies. I understand that Bob Taylor has mustered him 
into service with 80 men, if so he will not be back for 
some time. I would if I were you try before you leave to 
get off his bond,_for he may never get back — (but it is 
not my business [^ ,j3k 

The commissioners, in reporting to Houston, defended the wisdom of 

their dispositions» "Our action in this matter may give rise to un

pleasant feelings, but it is better to have one hundred good men 

35 
than one thousand inefficient or bad ones." 

The Rio Grande Squadron was composed principally of seasoned 

frontier fighters. Airong the "Old Rangers," in addition to Nolan, 

were Dan Givens, John Ingram, and Voltaire Rountree. Other veterans 

included "Chicken" Morris, who had been Comanche hunting with Ford 

during the previous winter. Corporal Milton Duty, Bennett Musgrave, 

A.C. Hill, and at least two hard specimens, William D. "Red" Thomas 

and a former sailor, referred to only as "English Tom." Surgeon 

for the squadron was the pugnacious John T. Eldridge. 

Immediately after the reorganization, Heintzelman sent his 

mounted units to positions along the river between Brownsville and 

Rio Grande City, to prevent enemy depredating parties from crossing. 

Ford, preceding the cavalry, on February k sent Corporal Duty and 

^^ W.A. Pitts to Ed Burleson, January 28, i860, Ed Burleson 
papers. Barker Center, U.T. 

^^ Navarro and Taylor to Houston, February k, I860, G.L.; Navar
ro to Houston, February 15, i860, "Difficulties on the Southwestern 
Frontier," pp. 120-122. 



213 

the Ranger advance guard to halt his baggage train to make camp at 

Zacetal ranch, at a river bend called the Bolsa because of the Bolsa 

36 
ranch on the Mexican side. At the Bolsa crossing. Duty came upon 

about thirty of Cortina*s men driving horses across the Rio Grande. 

During the ensuing skirmish. Captain Tobin and his command, on their 

way to Brownsville for discharge, fortunately appeared in time to as

sist. Heavy firing, which mortally wounded Ranger Fountain B. Wood

ruff, now broke out from Cortina's main command, occupying the Bolsa 

rancho. Into the midst of the fight puffed the Kenedy steamer Ran

cher o. headed down to Brownsville with goods and specie valued at 

$200,000. To intercept her rich cargo, Cortina had fortified himself 

37 

at the Bolsa. 

Corporal Duty sent a rider to Ford. Two hours later the main 

body of Rangers galloped onto the scene during a lull in the combat. 

Although he had not yet enlisted his full quota of men. Ford iimnedi-

ately prepared to attack Cortina on the Mexican side of the river. 

Tobin and "Uncle Pete" Tomlinson with ten men crossed the stream to 

conduct a reconnaissance. Ford detailed a guard for the mounts and 

baggage and got Captain John Martin of the Ranchero to transport "A" 

Company, Ford's immediate command, to the Mexican bank. Most of To

bin' s men bluntly declined Ford's invitation to follow him across the 

Rio Grande, possibly fearing another Callahan affair. 

Most ranehes, or ranchos. actually were hamlets, some able 
to provide as many as 150 fighting men. 

^'^ Ford to Heintzelman, February î , i860, "Troubles on the Texas 
Frontier," p. 63; Heintzelman to Joaquin Arguilles, February 9, i860, 
ibid., pp. 68-70; Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 816-817. 
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On the south bank of the river. Ford joined the reconnaissance 

party and, under heavy fire, distributed the command along the shelter 

of the bank, at right angles to the enemy line. Ordering twelve Ran

gers to maintain a steady fire on Cortina's mounted troops. Ford led 

the dismounted Texans in a shouting charge upon Cortina's infantry, 

which had taken a position behind the protection of a palisade fence. 

Cortina's left flank crumpled under the deadly pistol fire of the ad

vancing Rangers, his center broke, and the force, some three hundred 

strong, ran for the chaparral. Cortina, after vainly trying to rally 

his men, made himself the rear-guard of his line and was the last to 

leave the field. Under a pall of smoke from the burning iacales of 

38 
the ranch, which someone had fired without authority, the Rangers 

returned unharmed to the Ranchero and were taken back across the Rio 

Grande. That evening Tobin resumed his march toward Brownsville, 

but during the night Stoneman and Kimmel rode into the Ranger camp 

with their cavalry commands. 

After a brief conference, the captains decided to escort the 

Ranchero down the river to safety. The cavalry units would keep pace 

with her on the American side while Ford took his Rangers across the 

river in the morning to offer protection along the opposite bank. A 

rpconnaissance during the night revealed that Cortina's men had aban

doned the Bolsa. Early on the following morning, the steamboat trans

ported Ford, forty-eight of his Rangers, and their horses, to Mexico. 

A short march down the Rio Grande, near Las Palmas ranch, the Rangers 

^^ Heintzelman to Arguilles, February 9, i860, "Troubles on the 
Texas Frontier," p. 68. 

39 Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 822, 
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at mid-morning encountered a strong force lod by s prefect of the 

Matamoros police. The prefect, after hearing Ford's explanation of 

his presence on Mexican soil, requested a halt imtll he could commu

nicate with his superiors in Matamoros. Ford conducted him to the 

Ranchero. where he obtained Stoneman's assent. Ford used the delay 

by preparing to repulse any attack th© Mexicans might decide to com

mence. Late in the afternoon c°ne word from Mata'^oros, approving 

Ford's movement. The prefect then revealed that Ford faced a corps 

of about six hundred "rural guards," purported by about two hundred 

others. When asked the identity of the latter contingent, the pre

fect evaded with "Quien sabe?" Ford was certain they were Cortina 

40 

and his men. 

After an uneasy night, during which the Ranger picket line 

was menaced. Ford received as'^urances that the militia would protect 

the Ranchero from attack from the Mexican side. He thereupon re-

crossed his men to Texas. Stoneman then notified Heintzelman that 

he and Ford would escort the steamer until there should be no further 

need. In a postscript he revealed his disgust with the Mexican troops 

because they made no effort to catch Cortina. 

There appears to be very little disposition to catch Corti
nas, who is doubtlesF near or with the rural guard, and the 
guard state that their authority extends simply to guarding the 
steamer, but not to the apprehending or molesting Cortinas. If 
the steamer is again interfered with, everybody will probably 
Interfere and escort her as far as Matamoras 

>ay wii, 

Zsis7. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 832. 

^ George Stoneman to Heintzelman, February 6, i860, "Troubles 
on the Texas Frontier," p. 70. 
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Both Rangers and cavalrymen spent the next six weeks patrol

ling the river, watching for raiders. From time to time. Ford stop

ped at the ranch of Cortina's mother, Senora Maria Estafana Goascochia 

Cavasos de Cortina. She was "very small, not weighing more than one 

hundred pounds. She was very good looking — had a pretty face — 

bright eyes, and very white skin. She was held in high esteem by both 

her Mexiean and Ameriean acquaintances. Her manners were those of a 

cultivated and polished lady." Ford, with natural courtesy, treated 

her with great deference and permitted no conduct which might distress 

42 
her or bring reflection upon his Rangers, little realizing that her 

grateful bandit son one day would repay him. 

During the scouting interval. Ford conducted his customary 

daily drills. About the first of March, while leading a mock charge, 

he was painfully injured when his horse stepped in a hole and fell 

with him. The somersa\iltlng steed's descending rump caught him square

ly between the shoulders "and flattened him out considerably." A pas

sing Ranger shouted, "Boys, look at Uncle Rip." His men bore him to 

43 

his headquarters, where he began a slow recuperation. 

Ford was still spitting blood from his injury when, on March 

16, a courier arrived from Heintzelman. The major had learned from 

General Guadaloupe Garcia, Mexican commandant at Matamoros, that Cor

tina was reported to be at the La Mesa rancho. four miles south of the 

river from Ford's Agua Segra carap.^ Ford's Mexican spies already had 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, p. 784; V, p. 906. 

^^ IMd., V, p. 837. 

^ Heintzelman to department headquarters, March 18, i860, 
"Troubles on the Texas Frontier," pp. 79-80. 
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located the bandit chief bivouacing in the heavy chaparral near the 

ranch. Although the United States officers had the periaission of Ford's 

old friend, Jose M.J. Carbajal, Governor of Tamaulipas, to cross the Rio 

Grande, Ford hesitated to attack Cortina. He knew that Garcia was co

operating reluctantly, and feared a trap. Stoneman, at the head of two 

companies, rode in the next day with orders to cross the river, and was 

surprised to find "Old Rip" still on the Texas side of the border. As 

soon as night fell, the two captains moved. Ford, pleading his injury, 

got Stoneman to supervise crocsing the troops, while he himself rode 

45 
over with the advance party. 

Earlier in the evening, Ford had dispatched a picket to a small 

ranch on the Mexican side, about a half-mile below the crossing, to 

watch the road leading from the ranch to La Mesa. As soon as he had 

crossed, he sent forward Dan Givens, fluent in Spanish, with a squad on 

the road toward La Mesa. Givens soon reported that there was a detach

ment of Mexican troops in his front. By three o'clock in the morning, 

all the Americans were across the Rio Grande. Ford explained to Stone

man that there was an ambuscade ahead, and suggested that the command 

follow a trail to the small ranch a half-mile below, cross it, and take 

another road from it to La Mesa. Stoneman agreed and the command moved 

46 
at once. 

When about a half-mile from La Mesa, Ford saw through the pre

dawn gloom a light off to his right, and sent Matt Nolan to investi

gate. Nolan reported it to be the station of a Mexican picket, who 

^^ Heintzelman to department headquarters, March 18, i860, "Trou
bles on the Texas Frontier," pp. 79-80; Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 836-837. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 837-838. 



248 

had fled at his approach. Ford and Stoneman hastened forward to 

strike before the enemy could organize his defense. Ford, with his 

Rangers forming the right wing, almost immediately engaged the enemy 

Infantry, and within ten minutes had tiorned its flank. Stoneman, on 

the left, encountered Mexican cavalry which withstood one volley and 

then bolted precipitately. He then pivoted around th© enemy infant

ry's right flank, and the two captains rolled up the line until the 

Mexicans dropped their weapons and ran for shelter in the houses of 

the rancho. 

The Rangers set about collecting prisoners and arms, taking 

them to a large, well-lighted house. One noisy captive, -"ho identi

fied himself as the major commanding the defeated force, a Mexican 

national guard unit, accusingly growled over Ford's good luck and de

manded the restoration of his sword and valuables. As he spouted all 

this, Stoneman approached. Said "Old Rip" wryly, "Well, Captain, we 

have played Old Scratch, whipped the Guardia Nacional, wounded a wo

man, and killed a miile." Investigation disclosed that the woman had 

been shot unintentionally by Stoneman's troopers as she ran to close 

a door through which a Guardia offleer was firing on the eavalry. 

Matt Nolan admitted to having killed the mule when he mistook it in 

the dark for a Mexican. Arms and captured property, including that 

of the vociferous major, who had been discovered cowering beneath a 

bed, were promptly restored. "The unfortunate sword of the major's 

was an exception. It was restored to him three times. The news in 

camp was that when last seen one of /the/ Mexican guides was wear

ing it." 

While boiling their morning coffee, the Americans were inter-
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rupted by a report that a large enemy command was drawing near. Hast

ily they mounted and waited. A Mexican officer came forward to ar

range a conference between "el Coronel Ford" and his own colonel, re

jecting a suggestion to confer with Stoneman. The Mexican colonel de

manded an explanation as to why United States troops had invaded Mex

ico and had fired on Mexican soldiers. Ford in return demanded to be 

told why the Mexicans had prepared an ambuscade instead of co-operat

ing with the Americans. The colonel answered ambiguously, and boasted 

that had he been at La Mesa with his troops the results would have 

been reversed. Stung to quick wrath. Ford offered to call up his Ran

gers and have the two commands fight it out, with Stonemar's cavalry 

pledged to stand aside as passive ritnesses. When the colonel de

clined, Ford countered with an ultimatum: "Then, Sir, you will plea5«e 

change your tone as to the probable results of a collision, or prepare 

47 
to decide matters on the Instant." 

When the captains discovrred that the cavalry \mits Stoneman 

48 
had routed were Cortina's, they were convinced beyond doubt that an 

ambush had been prepared through collusion between Cortina and the 

Guardia Nacional, and that they had evaded it and surprised the enemy 

by avoiding the main road. Flatly rejecting the colonel's proposal 

that they remain at La Mesa until he could communicate with Matamoros, 

Ford and Stoneman led their men back to Agua Negra. They reported 

the affair to Heintzelman on the next day. There were no Americans 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 840-842. 

^ Stoneman and Ford to Heintzelman, March 18, i860, "Troubles 
on the Texas Frontier," pp. 80-81; Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 8^2; Heint
zelman to department headquarters, March 18, i860, "Troubles on the 
Texas Frontier," pp. 79-80. 

file:///mits
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injured, but "the operation has cost us four horses." The Mexican 

loss included four or five dead and an undetermined number of wounded, 

There was no time to rest after the La Mesa fight. The Ran

chero. returning from another up-river voyage, had put in at Ford's 

camp on March 15. On March 19 she continued toward Brownsville, with 

the American forces marching as a guard along the Mexican bank. At 

the Bolsa, Ford's advance party surprised a group of Cortina follow

ers. When Ford came up. Ranger "Red" Thomas hurried to him. "^e 

have captured the Indian, Faustino," he reported. 

"I do not wish to see him," came "Old Rip"'s grim response. 

Thomas vanished abruptly. Seconds later, a shot informed the 

Texas captain that Cortina's murderous leader of Indian auxiliaries 

50 

would depredate no more. 

At the Soliseno ranch, a short way farther east, a spy brought 

Ford news that Cortina was sixty miles away at the rancho Maguey, 

twenty-seven miles south of Matamoros. Immediately the column set 

out briskly southeastward for Maguey. In the next afternoon, some 

ten miles from Maguey, the scouts flushed a Mexican rider who spurred 

toward the ranch. Lieutenant Kimmel and a squad were sent forward to 

overtake him, while the main command followed. As Ford and Stoneman 

neared Maguey, they heard a burst of firing. Incorrectly assuming 

^^ Stoneman and Ford to Heintzelman, March 18, I860, "Troubles 
on the Texas Frontier," pp. 80-81. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 852; Ford to Heintzelman, March 24, 
1860, "Troubles on the Texas Frontier," p. 99. This report was bad
ly scrambled by the typesetters. The signature is transposed frcan a 
communication of Tobin's to Houston, and the last half of the report 
obviously has been exchanged with a part of a report of the Bolsa 
fight of February 4. 
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that Kimmel was fighting, they rushed to his assistance. The column 

stormed into the rancho, scattering a Saint Joseph's Day procession, 

in which the participants, in customary fashion, had been discharging 

guns with blank loads. The only opposition came from a belligerent 

onlooker who ran for the protection of the chaparral and opened fire 

on the Americans. The Rangers quickly killed him.̂ "̂  

Ford ordered bread and beef brought to feed the famished troop

ers, waiting meanwhile near a house before which stood three doleful 

women. Dix and Thomas whispered to him that the oldest was Cortina's 

wife and the youngest his favorite daughter. Ford pledged the two 

men to seereey and detailed them to keep a protective eye on the wo

men. When the command had consumed roast beef and bread, it moved 

out to where grass and water were plentiful. At twilight a spy came 

in with word that Cortina had fled toward Monterrey. About eight 

o'clock the troopers silently broke camp in the thick dusk and resumed 

52 their relentless pursuit of the bandit chieftain. 

Daylight found the Rangers thumping on the doors of the huts at 

the Cayetano ranch, some forty miles from Maguey. Frightened occupants 

informed the grim pursuers that Cortina had gone, warned as at Maguey 

by a swift courier. Now, forty-two miles deep in Mexico with no defi

nite knowledge of Cortina's whereabouts and short of forage, the cap

tains decided to return to the border. About a dozen miles from the 

Rio Grande they rode through the oamp of a startled detachment of Rey-

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 853-855; Ford to Heintzelman, Mareh 
24, i860, "Troubles on the Texas Frontier," p. 99; Reports of the Com
mittee of Investigation, p. 196. 

52 Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 855-85^1 
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nosa troops, commanded by a Lieutenant Benavides. Without pausing, 

the Americans exchanged cautious courtesies with the Mexicans and 

proceeded on their way. At the Rio Grande they encountered a steam

boat carrying, among other things, badly needed corn. While Ford was 

talking with Captain J.B. Ricketts and other passengers, preparatory 

to unloading the forage, a one-eyed Ranger rode up on the Texas bank, 

dismounted, and boarded the vessel. He handed Ford an envelope, re

marking as he did so that he had seen the smoke from the boat and had 

thought to find Ford there. Ford glanced quickly at the contents of 

the packet and then at the Ranger, growling, "I wish the devil had 

found you first. Why didn't you go to camp?" 

"Old Rip" showed Stoneman the note, whereupon there were "many 

unsanctified expressions floating around on the air." It was an or

der from Heintzelman, directing the command to return to American 

soil. Disconsolately, for the two captains had hoped for authority 

to raid Matamoros, the Amerloans crossed the river. Late that ni^t, 

March 21, the weary horsemen bedded down at Ford's Agua Negra camp. 

Thereafter, "Rip" Ford nursed a life-long prejudice against one-eyed 

54 
letter carriers. 

Three days later. Ford sent Heintzelman his report. Heintzel

man was pleased with the results of the expedition, as indicated in 

his account of it to department headquarters. "The whole operation," 

he wrote, "was carried forward with much energy. A march of one hund

red miles was made in two days and nights. It is not believed that 

5^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 852-856; Heintzelman to department 
headquarters, Maroh 25, I860, "Troubles on the Texas SYontier," p. 83» 

5^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 852-853. 
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Cortinas will again attempt to concentrate a force in the vicinity of 

55 
the Rio Grande." Ford and Stoneman had been told at the Cayetano 

ranch that Cortina and a few companions had sought refuge beyond Mon

terrey, in the little mountain village of Burgos. Hounded from one 

camp to another, the river boundary closed to them, and without fiir-

ther si^port from timid Mexican officials, Cortina's followers desert

ed, and the bandit leader fled into the Interior. Except for a few 

unreconciled raiders, the Cortina War was over.^ It is true that 

Cortina returned a year or so later under surprising and disturbing 

circumstances, but for the time, he was not a factor to be reckoned with. 

There was as yet one item of unfinished business. "Old Rip" 

took it upon himself to settle it. In Reynosa and in smaller Reynosa 

Vleja, a dozen miles below the city, dwelt a number of Cortina's for

mer infantrymen. Ford was anxious to teach the city not to harbor 

such citizens. Both the Regulars and the Rangers still were eager for 

a fight. Reynosa had boasted that the Americans could not handle her 

as they had La Mesa, and reputedly offered to substantiate the claim 

with $30,000. Both Ford and Stoneman interpreted their authorization 

to cross the border after Cortina as applicable when in pursuit of 

any of his followers; they set out "to capture these members of 

Cortina's marauding band or drive them from the valley of the Rio 

57 
Grande." Ford would march his eighty-five Rangers down the river to 

Heintzelman to department headquarters, March 25, i860, "Trou
bles on the Texas Frontier," p. 83. Ford put the distance at 140 miles. 

^ Heintzelman to the Adjutant General, March 25, i860, "Troubles 
on the Texas Frontier," pp. 82-83; Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 857; Reportff 
of the Committee of Investigation, p. 197. 

^'^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 843, 858. 
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Don Franeisco Garza's Tobasco ranch, cross after dark, then surround 

Reynosa Vleja. Stoneman and Kimmel would move secretly and conceal 

the Regulars in the chaparral near Edlnburg, across the river from 

Reynosa. At the sound of firing they were to cross to Ford's assist

ance. 

58 
The two commanders moved out accordingly on April 3. Late 

in the evening Ford reached Tobasco. At eight o'clock he began 

crossing the river; two hours later he was leading his Rangers toward 

Old Reynosa. After cautiously extending his lines around the village. 

Ford occupied the hamlet at midnight. To his disgust he learned that 

one of bis detachments had been tardy in filling its portion of the 

line, and that his quarry, seventeen Cortina partisans, had bolted 

through the gap. He was confident that otherwise he would have suc

ceeded, for he had with him several Hidalgo County officials who had 

come to identify the bandits. The Ranger officer reassured the excited 

villagers, explained the purpose of his unannounced visit, and purchas

ed a quantity of supplies, whereupon the relieved citizens quickly or

ganized a fandango to entertain their unexpected guests. At daylight, 

after locking the natives in sheds to keep them from passing the word, 

59 

"Rip" Ford led his tired and sleepy Rangers toward Reynosa. 

Behind Ford's official mission lay a private purpose; to in

cite between Mexico and the United States a war which he hoped would 

divert his nation's bitter sectional animosities into a channel aimed 

against a common foe, and thus result in American aequisition of the 

Francisco Zepeda to Lee, "Troubles on the Texas Frontier," 
pp. 85-87. 

59 Ibid.. Reports of the Committee of Investigation, p. 196. 
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entire Rio Grande valley. Yet he firmly insisted that his men com

mit no aet of aggression toward any Mexican citizen, for any incident 

must necessarily be of Mexiean origin. He marched openly for he knew 

now that, in spite of his precautions for secrecy, Reynosa expected 

attack. A spy had informed him that a loose-tongued American had in

timated to a Reynosan, soon after Ford left Agua Negra, that the city 

was about to receive its just deserts. 

In Reynosa the eitizens were busily making preparations for de

fense, not expecting, however, a threat from any American armed force. 

Reynosans able to bear arras were joined by recruits from the adjacent 

ranches, and Colonel Juan Trevino was appointed to command the artil

lery, a one-pounder cannon mounted on a water cart. Four hundred 

men stationed themselves around the plaza; others concealed themselves 

on strategic rooftops. The town council sent out a patrol and waited. 

When the scouts sifted the Ranger column about eleven o'clock, they 

headed baek to town to give warning without taking time to identify 

the Invaders, apparently too frightened to hear Ford's shouts. The 

Rangers followed quietly, making no further effort to identify them

selves, in accordance with "Rip" Ford's hope that the Reynosans might 

mistake them for bandits and launeh the attack which Ford eould con

demn as an overt act of war. 

At the edge of town the command split into three detachments. 

Behind Ford, Littleton, and Nolan, the Ranger columns converged on the 

plaza. Grim riflemen, their weapons trained upon the horsemen, lined 

the roofs along the eerily silent street up which "Old Rip"'s cdLuran 

60 
Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 866-867. 
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passed. In the makeshift llnjgua franca of the border, the Texans spat 

out insults at the silent defenders on the roofs, hoping to goad one 

into firing a shot which would provide the excuse to open battle. 

When these attempts failed, more than one Ranger deliberately dropped 

his rifle to the rocky pavement, hoping it would discharge and precip

itate a fight. When Ford reached the plaza, he was recognized by a 

Mexican who shouted: "It is Old Ford, he has not come to rob us." 

Immediately the tension relaxed. A few minutes later the Ranger cap

tain accepted an invitation to meet with the town council, and rode 

off toward the city hall.^^ 

Ford arrived to parley none too soon, for Matt Nolan's advance 

was being challenged. His approach was blocked by a superior foree, 

supported by Trevino's artillery. "Halt," demanded Trevino. 

"I do not taka my orders from you," was Nolan's curt answer. 

Again came Trevino's challenge. "Halt, or I shall fire on you 

with my eannon." 

"Fire, and be blasted," Nolan snapped caustically. "If you 

do I'll take the confounded thing away from you." 

At that instant someone shouted that Ford was on his way to the 

city hall for a conference with the council. As the two commands broke 

ranks and intermingled. Ranger "English Tom" pressed close to Trevino. 

Knowing no Spanish, the Ranger did not understand that hostilities 

were suspended. He requested permissioi^ to kill the colonel, polluting 

out that "He has two six-shooters and a gold watch." 

Something about Trevino's physiognomy may have prompted a com-

Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 860-861; Zepeda to Lee, "Troubles on 
the Texas Frontier," pp. 85-87. 
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panion's facetious reply. "No, no, do not kill him; we can make him 

prisoner — carry him to Texas, and sell him for |1,500." Trevino, 

who understood English, "was very mad." 

Ford, meanwhile, with Littleton, Surgeon Eldridge, and Dix as 

interpreter had arrived at the city hall. At. the door a Mexican sen

tinel demanded custody of Eldridge's rifle. The surgeon brought up its 

muzzle. "I will not give you my gun — I will give you its contents," 

he sputtered angrily. When peace was restored, the Rangers took their 

seats at the council table — still in possession of their arms. 

Council president Francisco Zepeda began by inqtiiring the pur

pose of the Ranger visit. Ford's prompt answer chilled the hearts of 

the ayimtamlentoi "To get the thirty thousand dollars you promised, 

if we would come into your town, and run things as we did at Las 

Palmas and La Mesa." The council members began to breathe more eas

ily, however, as the Ranger disclosed the official aim of his mission. 

It was agreed that Ford should return to American soil and from there 

submit his demands in writing. Seeing no opportunity for a justified 

assault. Ford agreed. Escorted by the armed and wary citizenry, the 

officials led "Old Rip" and his men to the public ferry, not trusting 

them to cross elsewhere. En route, Trevino boasted of the victory 

he could have won, but subsided quickly when Ford offered to recall his 

men for a finish fight. That evening, April 4, the disappointed Ran

gers camped in a field a short distance above Edlnburg. 

Without delay. Ford sent a written demand for the surrender of 

62 Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 862-863. 

fieports of the Committee of Investigation, p . 196; Ford, 
"Memoirs," V, pp. 861-863. 
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the Hortina bandits. The town oouncll promptly replied that there 

were none in Reynosa. Ford knew it was a lie; the Reynosa council 

knew that Ford knew, and anticipated a fight. An elderly Reynosan 

came into the Ranger camp, volunteering information on condition that 

the Rangers spare his property if they attacked. Ford was positive 

that the visitor was a spy, but he treated him with courtesy, assur

ing him that there would be no imannounced assault. An incident of 

the night of April 6, however, aroused the old man's distrust. Lit

tleton and several other officers proposed a harmless practical joke 

on the Reynosa population. With Ford's consent they brou^t from Ed

lnburg a supply of bricks, of which they built a short wall with a 

central embrasure like a gun port. In the opening they placed a 

simulated cannon, a log on an ox-cart. Next they brought up an im

mense cow hem, one-third filled with powder, the rest with tar and 

grease. This they placed over a powder-filled hole in the ground and 

pointed it toward Reynosa. A match was touched to the powder in the 

hole. There was a dull boom, followed by a long, wide streak of 

fire arcing over the river toward the city. The Rangers heard dis

tinct sounds of agitation in Reynosa. On the next morning, the old 

man met Ford in Edlnburg and began to upbraid him for violating his 

pledge. Littleton finally interrupted the tirade and escorted the 

irate Mexican to the spot of the explosion, whereupcaa the unwelcome 

guest heaped his wrath upon the Rangers: 

I am more than sixty years of age. I have travelled, and 
have seen iniquity in many shapes, but you Texians are the 
most consumate rascals I have ever seen. Last night no one 
in Reynosa slept a wink. We had a heavy guard on the river 
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bank, above and below town, to ascertain where you would 
cross. The women packed rocks in their laps with which to 
barricade the streets. All, all on account of this infer
nal deviltry of you Texians.64 

A few days after Ford's passage of the river, unauthorized 

shots from the Texas bank had wounded several Mexicans. Still later, 

during a saint's day celebration, paraders dischairged firearms which 

were loaded with ball rather than the usual blank charges. Several 

bullets fell in the Ranger camp. Ford restrained his men, but the 

Mexieans were surprised by the sudden appearance at the ferry of Kim

mel' s cavalry, who, hearing the firing, supposed that an attaek was 

under way. Reynosa was shocked into the realization that not Texas 

66 
alone, but the United States too, was interested in the affair. 

"Old Rip" decided to suspend negotiations and operations until 

the arrival on the border of the acting department commander. Brevet 

Colonel Robert E. Lee. Assigned to the command in Twiggs' absence, 

Lee came with orders to move into Mexico, should the Mexican author-

67 
itles fail to co-operate in suppressing Cortina. Already troops 

were under orders to return to the Rio Grande stations, and Mexican 

officials, cognizant of Lee's orders, no longer doubted that vacilla

tion on their part would bring disaster upon them. Escorted by Cap-

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 863-865. 

^^ Lee to Zepeda, April 9, I860, "Troubles on the Texas Fron
tier," p. 87. Ford promised to try to find and punish the offenders. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 865-866. 

'^ E.D. Townsend, Assistant Adjutant General, to Lee, March 3, 
1860, "Difficulties on the Southwestern Frontier," pp. 134-135; Lee to 
Captain A.G. Brackett, April 9, i860, "Troubles on the Texas Frontier," 
p. 88. 
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tain A.G. Brackett's cavalry company, Lee came to Edlnburg on April 7. 

That night Ford rode to Lee's camp, where he dined with the department 

commander and Brackett and made a verbal report of the Reynosa incident. 

Ford was deeply impressed with the character of the quiet colonel. 

His appearance was dignified, without hauteur, grand, with
out pride, and in keeping with the noble simplicity character
ising a true republican. He evinced an impertubable self-pos
session, and a complete control of his passions. To approach 
him was to feel yourself in the presence of a man of superior 
intellect, possessing the capacity to accomplish great ends, 
and the gift of controlling and leading men.69 

Other than to suggest to Ford that he "should have sent them a 

courier to inform them who you were," Lee had no criticism to make of 

70 
Ford's conduct of the Reynosa operation. Lee immediately sent a 

71 
stern ultimatum to the Reynosa council. That body returned a humble 

answer, disclaiming that it harbored outlaws and promising faithfully 

72 

to apprehend any who might be discovered. The fact that Andres Tre

vino, temporarily governing Tamaiilipas, had acquiesced to a similar de-

73 
mand showed Reynosa how matters stood. 

Lee to General Guadaloupe Garcia, April 11, i860, "Troubles 
on the Texas Frontier," pp. 102-103. Lee's note to the Reynosa author
ities bears an Edlnburg dateline. Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 868. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 868. 

'̂ ^ Ibid., p. 867; Lee to Garcia, April 12, i860, "Troubles on 
the Texas Frontier," pp. 102-103. 

"^^ Lee to the Civil and Military Authorities of the city of Rey
nosa, April 7, i860, "Troubles on the Texas Frontier," p. 85. 

^'^ Zepeda to Lee, April 10, i860, ibid., pp. 101-102. 

^^ Lee to Governor Andres Trevino, April 2, i860, "Troubles on 
the Texas Frontier," pp. 84-85; Lee to Zepeda, April 9, i860, ibid., 
p. 87. 
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All fighting had ended before Lee's arrival, but his presence 

insured continued quiet. As a result, when State Commissioner George 

McKnight, representing Governor Houston, told Lee of Houston's sugges

tion that the Rangers be mustered into federal service, the colonel 

replied that he had no authority to do so and that he now had enough 

soldiers to keep the frontier qulet.'''̂  In explaining the situation 

to the governor, Lee added that "Major Heintzelman . . . speaks in 

complimentary terms of the conduct of both officers and men composing 

the squadron, and particularly commends Major S^^ Ford and Captain 

75 

Littleton commanding the two oompanies." This correspondence fore

told the end of the Rio Grande Squadron. McKnight had been sent to 

76 
muster out Ford's command at Goliad. The squadron marched first to 

Brownsville, where citizens honored the Senior Captain with a supper 

and a ball. A characteristic toast at the banquet was "to the man 

who could always find a ford to the Rio Grande." Before Colonel Lee 

and the other guests. Ford responded briefly, expressing, incidentally, 

his "sentiments in favor of preserving the union." 

After a few days' delay in Brownsville, Ford rode on after his 

Rangers, accompanying Lee and Heintzelman as far as Banquete before 

turning toward Goliad. There, on or about May 16, McKnight assembled 

the companies for discharge. The commissioner was not well received 

by the men, because of a rumor that he had been sent to keep them from 

^^ George McKnight to Lee, April 11, i860, "Troubles on the Tex
as Frontier," pp. 88-89; Lee to McKnight, April 11, i860, ibid., p. 89. 

'^^ Lee to Houston, April 20, I860, G.L. 

'^^ Houston to Ford, March 24, I860, Exec. Rec. Bk. No. 278, Tex
as State Library, Archives Division; McKnight to Houston, May 15, I860, 
G.L. 
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stealing state arms. Disdaining the offer of Ford and his officers 

to assist, McKnight went about the procedure in his own way. He 

stationed himself at the front end of a covered wagon and called every 

man's name in turn. As each Ranger stepped forward, McKnight gave him 

a receipt for his weapons and handed them to a man in the wagon. The 

muster-out ended early in the afternoon and the men took their ways 

homeward. Ford, Dr. Charles B. Combe, and John Ingram rode out for 

Austin. On the Gonzales road, passing one squad of discharged Ran

gers after another. Ford was astonished to see them with their weap

ons. Finally one rider explainedi 

That man thought he was mighty smart, coming all the way 
down to the Rio Grande to keep the rangers from stealing. 
We just thought we would put up a job on him. He had a man 
in the fore-part of the wagon receiving the arms, and we had 
a man in the hind-part handing them out. Oh, no, he didn't 
want you officers to help him.77 

Back in Austin, John Ford soon straightened out his accounts 

with the state. He wrote as much, on June 20, in a friendly, inform

ative letter to Captain Ed Burleson, commanding a company along the 

Nueces. 

I have the pleasure to Inform you that my QMr & Paymaster's 
papers have been settled, and to day I received the last of my 
pay. The cash account showed a balance of $671.73 in ray favor. 
The returns for the Rio Grande campaign were passed upon favor
ably, and I have come out all right at the Comptroller's Depart
ment. I am very glad of it, and I have no doubt my securities are 

I have the two hundred I owe you and when we meet I will pay 
the money with interest. I have no desire to use any man's money 
without remunerating him for it. 

There is nothing new in the political world. All eyes seem 
directed to the Baltimore Convention. It is quite probable Mr. 

'^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 868-871. 



263 

Douglus will be the democratic nominee for president. I am 
at a loss who to vote for, and, like Micawber, I am waiting 
for something to turn up to determine the matter. 

I shall leave for Brownsville tomorrow. I was due there 
to day, and shall catch hell, I suprose, for my non-perform
ance of promise. I could not think of leaving before adjust
ing my accounts at the Comp. Dept. The apology should satis
fy any reasonable person, and if it does not I can't help it. 
. . . 

Ford did not indicate from whom he expected to "catch hell," 

but presumably it was Addle Smith, soon to become Mrs. John S. Ford, 

for the two apparently had, in the language of the day, "an under

standing." At any rate, early in July John Ford returned to the Rio 

Grande, free of responsibility and with money in his pocket. For 

four months he was able to bask in the warm admiration of his friends 

before national events enmeshed him in the most extensive responsibil

ities of his public services. 

78 
Ford to Burleson, Ed Burleson papers. Barker Center, U.T, 



CHAFISR VIII 

SECESSION AND STRIFE 

Ifatll after the elections in November, 1860, John S. Ford passed 

his time leisurely among his Brownsville friends, probably carrying on 

his courtship of Addle Norton Shiith, a daughter of the long-time border 

merchant Elihu Smith. Strong as the call of romance may have been for 

the battle-marked widovier, its voice was drowned by the increasing roar 

of controversy over seeession emanating from the state capital. With-

out waiting to learn the election results, Ford set out for Austin. 

In the eapital city, he found citizens sharply divided over i^at 

action they should take. A large number, favoring the Union, preferred 

to await an overt act against the South before considering separation; 

the others, following the views of "the leading men of Texas," believed 

secession inevitable. Ford strongly disagreed with those who, confident 

that the northern people lacked the conviction to fight, disparaged the 

possibility of war. "Old Rip" had caus^aigned enough with northern men 

to gain respect for their fighting qualities, and, as coa^ared with Tex

ans, he "found no very great difference in them." Although unconvinced 

of a constitutional right of secession. Ford quickly reached his deci

sion. He adhered firmly to the Websterian theory of the right of revo

lution. If Tsxas withdrew from the Union, he would exercise that right 

Ford*s presence gave rise to a rvmar that he was to lead the 
Knights of the Golden Circle in a projected invasion of Mexico. C.A. 
Bridges, "The Knights of the Golden CircleJ A Filibustering Fantasy," 
Ihe Southwestern Historical Quarterly. XLIV (July, 1940-April, 1941), 
p. 294. 

^ Ford, "Mamoirs," V, p. 941. 
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to serve his state. Two years past, he had defended the right of Tex

as to go her separate way when the federal government had failed to 

protect her from Indian attack. Texas alone, among the Southern states, 

suffered from this injustice. Finally disgusted at the failure of suc

cessive national administrations to resolve the problem. Ranger Captain 

Ford, in a special report prepared at Governor Runnels' request, had 

maintained in positive terms that federal negleet had provided Texas 

with legal and aufficient cause to sever her connections with the Union. 

The Cltisens of this State are entitled to proteetion and they 
ought to have it. Ihe General Government have failed and re
fused to accord it, and the duty devolved upon yourself as 
ehief Magistrate of this State. The United States cannot avoid 
footing the bill. If they should let Taxas assume high ground 
Proteetion and allegiance go hand in hand. There is no hettMt 
principle established than, that when a Government fail /ai.£/ 
or refuses to protect its eitizens the ties of allegiance are 
dissolved, and they have a perfect right to take care of them
selves. In ny opinion Texas has already had ample cause to 
sever her eonneetion with the Union on this very head.^ 

Uhen the news of Lincoln's eleetion reached Austin, a small 

group of Texans acted quickly. On what was probably Tuesday, November 

13, they met in the office of Attorney General George Flournoy. Ford, 

Roger Q. Mills, George Baylor, State CoHptroller C.R. Johns, State 

Treasurer C H . Randolph, William Byrd, State Gazette editor now that 

Major Marshall had gone east, and Richard Coke were there. They sent 

for and asked for the opinion of Justice O.M. Roberts of the state Su-> 

preme Court. Roberts suggested several possible lines of action: 

first, secession proponents might stlBttlate citizens' meetings to pe-

^ Ford, "Msmoirs," V, pp. 872-873, 942, 968. 

^ Ford to Runnels, June 2, 1858, G.L. 
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titlon Governor Sam Houston to convene the legislature which might In 

turn provide for a convention to consider the question; second, they 

might build a political organization and in the 1861 elections select 

a legislature favorable to calling a convention; third, if they felt 

that the present temper of the people of the state was for secession, 

they themselves might call a convention on the question, in the event 

that Houston, vihoae Unionist sentiments were generally known, did not 

summon the legislature for the purpose. All those in Flournoy's of

fice %dio expressed their views on that momentous occasion were for 

prompt aetion to determine what course Taxas would follow. They de

cided to call a meeting at the courthouse of those known to be favor-

5 
able to secession. 

On November 17, about two hundred citizens attended the court

house convocation. A stirring address by Thomas Harrison of Vaco and 

a "rough and ready" oration by equally rough and ready George Baylor 

were foremost among a number of speeches that crystallized sentiment 

of those present in favor of secession. A few days later, a Unionist 

meeting at Smith's Hotel ended in a fiasco when the crowd called for 

secession speakers and gave a roaring voice vote in favor of sustain

ing "Southern rights." 

Shortly after the middle of November, a committee from Houston 

arrived with a petition to the governor asking for a special session 

of the legislature. Governor Houston received the delegation hospit

ably, but gave no indication that he would take the requested action. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 943. In his memoirs. Ford quotes ex
tensively from a journal kept by O.M. Roberts during the secession 
crisis. This journal is missing from the file of Roberts papers in 
the Barker Center. 
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Soon thereafter, William P. Rogers of the Houston committee. Ford, Rob

erts, and several others, meeting in Flournoy's office, decided to is

sue a call for a convention, to be written, upon Robers' suggestion, 

by Roberts and Flournoy. At Roberts' request, ford was designated to 

assist. He and Flournoy prevailed upon Roberts to draft the eall. As 

the latter took up his pen, he "recollected the singular colneldenee 

that Colonel ^ord and he drew up the first annexation resolutions in 

Eastern Ttexas, whieh were adopted by the citizens of San Augustine, 

then the great political centre of Eastern Taxas." Copies of the call 

ware sent to Vaco, Houston, and other cities, with a request that they 

be issued on Deeember 3, 1860, simultaneously with the call in Austin. 

Delegates were to be elected on January 8, 1861, for a convention which 

was to convene at Austin on January 28, in time for Tsxas to be out of 

the Uhion before Lincoln's Inauguration if the majority favored seces

sion. 

On Deeember 1, Roberts and Judge James H. Bell publicly debated 

the secession at a meeting in the Hall of Representatives. As a result 

of his able exposition, Roberts thenceforth was regarded as the seces

sionist spokesman. Ford estimated that the Unionists were most numer

ous in the counties immediately around Austin; elsewhez^, he considered 

them to be a minority. 

About the middle of Deeember, the secession leaders learned 

^ Ford, "Mamoirs," V, pp. 944-945 (Roberts' journal). 

'̂  Ford was appointed to a committee to receive and to present to 
the executive petitions from outlying towns. Other members of the com
mittee were Dr« A.H. Pariah^ J<^n A. Green, Stephen Crosby, and Moiris 
R. Reagan, ^ t e Cafettg (Austin), fiovember 24f I860. 
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that Houston intended to eall the legislature into extra session on 

January 21. After hurried consultation, the partisans determined to 

continue with their original convention arrangements, at the same time 

endorsing Houston's action as a concession to the will of the people. 

Biat night, in response to a clamorous demand, the governor made a 

speech which the secessionists interpreted as a promise to summon the 

legislature but also to keep the state in the Union. Roberts believed 

that Houston hoped to "kill off" the convention, or, that failing, to 

block legislative action by controlling at least one-third of the House 

membership and using his veto power. 

Ford worked vigorously to spread secession sentiment among the 

I^avis County people. Writing years afterward, he remembered that 

"The contest brought about by the secession movement was sharp, though 

9 
not necessarily bitter. Men of different opinions remained friendly." 

Some, perhaps, did, but Ford possibly had forgotten his o%m altereap-

tiens of the time, that he was involved in them is testified by the 

former Ranger lieutenant, A.B. Burleson of Shoal Creek, in a letter to 

his cousin Ed at San Marcos. A.B. (Aaron), at the time a strong Union 

enthusiast, was still fuming when he wrote, "Ma and old Rip had like 

to got to fighting the other night aai dam him I will whip him if he 

does attempt to stop me from speaking my sentiments at any plaee or 

tine in these States God dam him. . . . " On January 5, 1861, Austin 

^ Ford, "Jfeaoirs," V, pp. 949-962 (Roberts' journal). 

^ibM*» p. 967. 

^^ A.B. Burleson to Ed Burleson, November 19, i860, Ed Burleson 
papers, Bai^cer Center, U.T. Yet the same Aaron B. Burleson, in the 
spring of 1861, raged at the Committee of Public Safety as being a 
"bunch of jackasses" for permitting the Ifaion troops to depart with 
their arms. 
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secessionists prepared a parade and demonstration. As marshal of the 

parade, Ford rode at the head of the procession with his assistants, 

Andrew A. Hopkins, William C. Walsh, and Thomas E, Sneed. Behind them 

came blaring bands; ladies on horseback, each bearing a banner adorned 

with the coat of arms of a southern state; a group of gentlemen pedes

trians; and, finally, a train of carriages conveying secession parti

sans of both sexes. Ihe parade passed through the center of the buzz

ing city, swung westward, and halted at the intersection of Colorado 

and Eighth streets, several blocks southwest of the present state cap

itol grounds. Secession sympathizers had erected at that point a tow

ering flagpole. In response to Ford's command, a small group sprang 

eagerly forward and with willing hands sent the Lone Star flag moiint-

ing steadily until it caught the breeze 130 feet above the applauding 

11 
hands and the Texas yells of the enthusiastic demonstrators. 

Three days later, concrete approval of Ford's partisan senti-

nents became evident. On January 8, the people of Texas voted in their 

respective counties for delegates to the Seeession Convention. The bor

der folk had come to look with admiration and affection on "Old Rip," 

as the results in Brownsville and Cameron County revealed. Although 

he was not a Cameron County resident, voters there selected him by a 

substantial margin over Ifelonist E.J. Davis to speak for them in the 

12 

Austin convention. Twenty days later, the specially convened legis

lature meam^ile having sanctioned the convention. Ford took his place 

among the Texans who were to remove from the Uhion the state whieh he 

^^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XXI, pp. 4-5. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 967. 
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so diligently had labored to usher into it. 

From where he sat expectantly on the convention floor. Ford re

cognized many old friends and "Old Texians." Because of his diversi

fied career, he probably was acquainted with more of the delegates than 

was any other member, but he was on more familiar ground with ex-Gover

nor H.R. Runnels, in from his Red River plantation; T. Scott Anderson, 

Seoretary of State in the Runnels administration; T.C. Frost, recently 

a Ranger captain on the northwest frontier; Allison Nelson, of the 

Canadian River and Brazos Reserve incidents; John Littleton, Ford's im

mediate subordinate of the spring pursuit of Cortina; and two from 

Brownsville, to whom "Old Rip" had bade farewell only a few weeks be

fore, Edward R. Herd, Carbajal supporter of a decade past, and Francis 

W. Latham, United States Collector of the Customs on the lower Rio 

Grande. Ihese were men of the sort whose names provide only the sub

titles of history; nevertheless, they were capable, purposeful, and 

characteristic of the leadership in the loeal communities, willing to 

lay aside their own professions and pursuits to deal with this crisis. 

Of the 182 delegates who finally were entered on the official roll of 

the Seeession Convention, Ford was in one respect unique — he was the 

single participant for whom no profession, occupation, or employment 

was listed. 

On February 1, the Convention approved by a vote of 166-8 an 

ordinance declaring that "Texas . . . is a separate sovereign State, 

and that her eitizens are absolved from all allegiance to the United 

^ Ernest William Winkler (ed.), Journal of the Seeession Conv^i>. 
t^p^ of Texas. 1861 (Austin, 1912), p. 406.Hereafter cited as Journal. 
^9^pffion Convention. 



271 

States, or the Government thereof." Eloquent pleas by John A. Wharton, 

Judge Roberts, and others persuaded a majority to agree to submit the 

decision to the people, in spite of an able protest against the pro

posal by Thomas J. Chambers. The refereaium on the ordinance was 

held on February 23. The convention reconvened on March 2 to count the 

votes. The tally was completed on March 4, and on that day the Conr-

* 

ventlon, announcing that more than 75 per cent of the voters had bal

loted for secession, declared Texas out of the Uhion as of Mareh 2, 

thus placing her on reoord as having seceded before Lincoln's inaugu-

15 
ration on the fourth. 

The referendum result was decidedly after the fact. In its in

itial session, the Convention had chosen as its chairman Judge Roberts, 

who prQiq>tly set about forming an interim government to serve until the 

legislature eould establish a secession state government. For the CODI-

mlttees authoriaed by the Convention, Roberts had an embarrassing pleth

ora of competence from %^ieh to choose. It was with the utmost deliber

ation, however, that he seleeted the members of the committee whieh in 

the erisis had the neatest r'mmediate responsibility — the Committee 

of Public Safety. He turned to Ford, whom he considered as "unques

tionably the very best military man . . . in Tsxas at the tl re of the 

war," for adviee on its composition. Ford's particular knowledge was 

essential. Judge Roberts wrote later. 

Indeed, I ealled him to my assistance in selecting the mem
bers of that committee from the extreme west, because, first. 

^ Ford, "Mamoirs," V, p. 975. Ford spoke in favor of a referendum. 

15 Ihe announced result was 46,129 for secession, 14,697 against. 
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of his general acquaintance there, and secondly, on account of 
his knowledge of military men upon the frontier. 

He was of very great advantage to that committee on account 
of his information of military matters within the state, as 
well as his general military knowledge. By these he was called 
to take a leading part in devising the measures for taking pos
session of the public /federal/ property, and especially in 
dictating the necessary order to eoramissloners, officers, and 
agents of that Committee who were employed in that bold and 
hazardous enterprise.•'•^ 

In Texas at the time were more than 2,500 United States soldiers, 

in garrisons along the Rio Grande, on the western frontier, and at the 

17 
Eighth Military Department headquarters in San Antonio. To remove 

these troops peaceably from the state and to appropriate the posts and 

United States property ware the ends toward whieh Ford and Roberts now 

consulted. Under date of Mareh 3, the Committee of Public Safety issued 

to Ford, Henry E* MeCulloch, and Ben MeCulloch commissions as colonels 

of eavalry, with orders to bring about the capitulation of the federal 

18 
troops. Installations, and property."^ Ben MeCulloch was to go at 

once to San Antonio to support with a show of force the state conmiis-

sioners' demand on General D.E. Twiggs for the surrender of the head

quarters property; ° Henry MeCulloch was to oec\ipy the chain of western 

forts; Ford was to assume command of the Rio Grande posts. 

^^ Quoted in Ford, "Msmoirs," V, p. 995. 

^'^ Ibid., pp. 912-913. Had the companies been at full strength, 
the total would have exceeded 4,000. 

^^ "Report of the Committee of Safety of Texas," The War of the 
Rebellion: A CoBpilatJori of the Official Records of the Union and 
Confederate Armies (128 vols.; Washington, 1880-1891), Series I, Vol. 
^3, p. 651. Hereafter cited as O.R. 

^^ The eommissloners Mere P.N. Luckett, S.A. Maverick, and T.J. 
Devine. 
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Ford's orders (lAich he had helped to prepare) direeted hia to 

enlist a force of six hundred men, or more if necessary, and to proceed 

to Brazos Santiago, at the mouth of the Rio Grande, with State Conmis-

sioner E.B. Nichols who would act in a civil capacity. Ford's assign

ment had a dual purpose! first, to take over the valley posts and prop 

erty (on Mareh 2, if the federal officers offered no resistance), and 

second, to proteet the Rio Grande line from foreign invasion.^ The 

Military District ef the Rio Grande, whieh was Ford's responsibility, 

"was defined by beginning at a point on the Rio Grande, half-way be

tween Forts Duncan and MeBitosh and include all forts on the Rio Grande 

below said point, and the entire district of country between the Nueces 

and Rio Grande, and at right angles with the general course of said 

21 
river to the point of beginning." Tbn thited States companies were 

stationed within the area, five of them Infantry, the others eavalry 

and artillery. Texans, well aware that General Twiggs, a Georgian, 

was a secessionist sympathizer, reasoned that he would accede to the 

state's demands if he could find a way of doing so gracefully. Ihe re

actions of his subordinates in the river garrisons, however, eould not 

be predieted. 

Hastily firing orders to Matt Nolan, John Littleton, and John 

Donelson to muster mounted cooipanies at Corpus Christi and proceed with 

speed to the border, "Old Rip" caught the Hempstead stage. At Hen^ 

stead he horded a train for Houston, where he paused to accept the 

services of a conpany of L:ish volunteers before hurrying on to Galves-

^Q O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 53, pp. 650-651. 

^ Jyurnal, Seceeaion Convention, pp. pp. 320-321. 
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22 

ton to organize his command. At Galveston, Ford consulted with Com

missioner Nichols. While the latter, under authorlaation of the Con

vention, went to Now Orleans to raise money and arras. Ford began to 

weld his recruits into a disciplined task foree. Nichols returned on 

February 17, having acquired from the Citizens' Bank of New Orleans 

and from private sources so.̂ e $24,000, part of which he had expended 

in New Orleans for arms to be shipped to Galveston.^^ At Ford's sug

gestion, Nichols chartered the Southern Steamship Con^jany steamer Ger»-

24 
eral Rusk, and a schooner, the Shark. With six companies, almost 

five hundred men, Lieutenant Colonel Hugh MeLeon as second in ccmmand, 

and Nichols, Ford wont aboard late on the night of February 19 and i»-

25 
mediately cleared for the Rio Grande. That "Old Rip" meant to take 

his assignment seriously, his troops were well aware. His Order No. 2 

of the previous day, read to them on parade, informed them that "Any 

Improper or disorderly conduct, disobedience of orders, or drunken-

26 
ness, will be punished, and is therefore strictly forbidden." 

Two days after leaving Galveston, the expedition arrived off 

the island of Brazos Santiago. Lieutenant James Thompson and twelve 

artillerymen oeciqsied the United States installation at that point. 

22 Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 997. 

-̂  "Report of Commissioner E.B. Nichols to the Committee of Pub
lic Safety, March 23, 1861." O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 53# pp. 657-666. 

^ Ibid. The Rî sk cost Nichols $500 daily for twenty-eight days, 
and an additional $500 for towing the ^ark. 

25 Ford to J.C. Robertson, February 22, 1861, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 
53, pp. 651-652. 

26 Ford, Order No. 2, ibid., p. 662. 
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Ford and Nichols hastened ashore to confer with the lieutenant, who, 

after some hesitation, agreed to surrender the place and prc^rty and 

to remove his detachment to the mainland. Ford then formed his men in 

three ranks on the beach to watch as the Stars and Stripes were pulled 

slowly down the flagpole to a thirty-three gun salute and replaced by 

the I^ne Star banner of Texas as twenty-two guns roared. Ford reported 

that "no unpleasant remark dropped from either party during the affair, 

27 

and a highr-toned courtesy seemed to prevail throughout." He was per

sonally deeply affected by the ceremony. "This was the first time ^ ^ 

ever saw the flag of the United States lowered to an opposing force. 

His ancestors had fought to create and sustain it, and he had marehed 

beneath its victorious folds. Now to see it lowered, even to men born 

28 
beneath it, was a trial of no ordinary character." 

Not so easily won over was Captain B.H. Hill, commanding at Fort 

Brown. At noon on the next day. Ford, Nichols, and MeLeon arrived in 

Brownsville. Ford vent immediately to confer with the federal officers, 

to learn their intentions, but returned late in the afternoon with no 

positive information. Nichols then sent his secretary, H.B. Waller, 

to Hill with a request for a meeting. Waller returned with only an 

"indefinite reply," but Nichols meanwhile had heard a rumor that Hill 

planned a night attack on the Texas troops. At midnight Waller again 

was sent with a note from Nichols, deprecating such a move and re

questing a written answer. Shortly before noon on February 23, Hill 

2*7 Ford to J.C. Robertson, February 25, 1861, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 
53, p. 655. 

2^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 998-999. 
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agreed to a conference. In the stormy interview that followed at Fort 

Brown, the eaptain claimed that only the advice of his ©ffleers had 

deterred him from arresting Ford, Nichols, and MeLeon on the charge of 

treason. After exchanging written summations of their respective de

mands, Nichols with drew. When negotiations failed. Ford and Nichols 

decided that the latter should take the General Rusk baek to Galveston 

for more rifle coopanies to reinforce Meleen, now busy fortifying Brazos 

Island. Nichols departed on the morning of February 25 while Ford was 

busy dispatching orders whieh weuld hurry forward the mounted cempanies 

29 
•arching from Corpus Christi. 

Colonel Ford now smight out his former raiding eenpanlon. Cap

tain George Stoneman of the Second Cavalry. Equally anxious as Ford 

to avert a clash between state and federal troops, Stoneman advised 

Hill to adopt a conciliatory attitude."^ Hill^s receipt of Twiggs' or

der of February 18, directing the surrender of all troops and property 

in the state, practically assured Ford's success. Upon arriving at 

Galveston on February 26 and learning of Twiggs' order, Nichols an

nounced that he anticipated no further difficulties with Hill. He had 

intended te notify Hill to send the women and children out of Fort 

Brown on March 2, preparatory to opening hostilities, "if he did not 

acknowledge the Ttexans owned Texas. Me intended to whale him into a 

knowledge of that faet."^^ On February 28, Nichols informed Judge J.C. 

29 Nichols to Coimrdttee of Public Safety, March 23, 1861, O.R.. 

Ser. I, Vol. 53, pp. 619-620. 

30 Ford to Robertson, February 25, 1861, ibid.. p. 655. 

31 Nichols to Texas Delegation, February 27, 1861, ibid., pp. 
619-620. 



277 

Robertson, chairman of the Cemmittee of Public Safety, that his rein

forcements for Mellon were embarking. They consisted of a battalion 

including a Uberty company, the Galveston Rifles, and the Fort Bend 

Rifles. Nichols commissioned B.F. Terry a lieutenant colonel and 

32 
placed him in conmand of the complement of 325 men. About noon on 

March 1, Nichols and Terry arrived at Brazos Santiago, where the re-

inforeements were assimilated into the main eommand. 

Nichols found a static situation at Brownsville. Ford had not 

called upon the federal officers for any written statement of inten

tions. Nichols was distressed that the colonel had not pressed mat-

33 
ters. Affairs, however, suddenly quickened. The New York steamer, 

Daniel Webster, anchored off Brazos Santiago on March 3, bearing Mijor 

Fltz John Porter of the United States Army, who had been sent to expe

dite the departure of the federal troops. Ford went to meet him, and 

34 
the two left for Brownsville late in the afternoon. On the next 

morning, the troops at Brazos Santiago heard from Fort Brown the reg

ulated grumble of artillery fire. The Texans, believing it to be sa

lutes in honor of Lincoln's inauguration, became excitedly wrathful at 

what they assumed to be a deliberate insult to Taxas and themselves. 

McLeod sent a Captain Connor of the Fort Bend Rifles to Ford to learn 

the cause of the firing and to report the anger of the men. 

^2 Nichols to Robertson, February 28, 1861, O.R., Ser. I, Vol. 

53, p. 655. 

33 Nichols to Committee of Public Safety, Msirch 23, 1861, ibid.. 
pp. 657-666. 

3^ Ibid.; Ford to Robertson, March 6, 1861, ibid., pp. 652-653. 
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The troops interpret it as a menace. You know their charac
ter. Many of the privates are planters and professional men 
of wealth. They represent the intelligence and chivalry of 
the planting and commercial region of the state. The whole 
eommand, even those vdio live by their daily labor at home, 
hold the same language. They all came to save its honor at 
the peril of life. They feel that a salute fired by the gar
rison at Fert Brown, on the day of Lincoln's inauguration, 
dishonors this ooanand and through them the State of Itexas. 
They know that the insult is only aggravated by the faet 
that their commanding general has acknowledged the authority 
of the State, as expressed through the committee of Public 
Safety of the Convention, and issued public orders for their 
retirement from our territory, and they — our officers and 
men — express their determination with a spirit which my 
own feelings do not permit me to repress.35 

Ford removed the misunderstanding the next day by writing to MeLeod 

that the firing was merely routine practice, in no way intended to 

36 
offend the honor of T^xas and her sensitive citiaens. 

From Stonemaui, to whom Major Porter had assigned the i^sponsi-

bility of supervising the federal evacTiation, Ford received assurance 

that the United States troops intended to depart peaceably, Rtsaors of 

an iapending elash had stirred the border residents, expecially the 

Mexican population, who is^rfectly understood the issues involved. 

On Mareh 6, Colonel Ford published a proclamation to the "Bsople of the 

Valley of the Rio Grande," explaining the change of government and urg-

37 
ing them to continue their peaceful pursuits. Several days later, 

Nichols, ^ o had beeome seriously ill, learned from Captain Hill that 

35 MeLeod to Ford, I%reh 4, 1861, Journal. Secession Convention, 
p. 359. Ford does not Identify Captain Connor, and the index to the 
O.R. designates him as being among "unidentified persons." 

3^ Fcnrd, "Memoirs," V, p. 1000. 

'̂̂  O.R«> Ser. I, Vol. 53, pp. 653-654. 
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the federals soon would begin an uneventful evacuation. Convinced that 

his part of the mission had been achieved, the ailing commissioner sur

rendered his duties to Secretary Waller and sailed for Galveston on 

Mareh 13 while the federal forces were embarking, taking with him for 

discharge about a third of the men, since Ford believed that with seven 

hundred men, including the mounted companies, he could accomplish the 

38 
remainder of the mission.-^ By March 21 the last United States officers 

had departed. Captain Stoneman, "upon a touching appeal from Colonel 

Ford," leaving behind his conpany weapons for the use of the eitizens 

39 
against Indian attaek. Two days earlier the Convention had eleeted 

Ford colonel of the Second Regiment, Texas Mounted Rifles, John R. Bay-

40 
lor lieutenant colonel, aid Ed Waller major. 

Colonel Ford now had completed the most delicate part of his as-

sigiment. In contrast to the exciteable Nichols, Ford had negotiated 

with quiet informality, making profitable use of his pleasant acquaint

anceship with the federal officers. Not only he, but all the state too, 

breathed more easily as the last federal troopship hauled up her anchor 

and swung away to ehurn eastwa]^ across the Gulf. O.M. Roberts expres

sed the majority sentiment in Texas when he wrote: "I do not believe 

that, but for his prudence and masterly management of the troops, and 

his address with the United States officers, the war would have opened 

there, before we had finally seceded, and very probably to our disad-

3^ Ford to Robertson, March 13, 1861, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 53, 

p. 654. 

39 Major Larkin Smith to Nichols, April 8, 1861, ibid.. Vol. 1, 
pp.600-601. 

^^ Journal. Secession Convention, pp. 200-205. 
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vantage greatly . . . ." 

Having secured the withdrawal of the federal forces. Ford could 

turn his attention to the second part of his missioni protection of the 

Rio Grande frontier against hostile Invasion. The %xiean goverrment, 

struggling for its existence against the powerful Mlramon conservative 

revolution, offered no threat. Knowing well that its border commanders, 

however, could be notoriously independent of the central government. 

Ford set out to gain their good will toward the Confederacy. General 

Garcia and Colonel Maoedonio Capistran in Matamoros promised to maln-

42 
tain friendly relations. Consequently, Ford anticipated that, unless 

an American civil war broke out, his chief problem would be the sup

pression of Indian and bandit depredations. He already had sent his 

mounted units to strategic bases up the river to prevent the Inevitable 

disturbances, meanwhile retaining the infantry companies at his Fort 

Brown headquarters. However, his apparently simple task became almost 

imnediately complex. 

On April 18, 1861, Ford received news that Fort Sumter had been 

43 
fired upon. Promptly relegating Indian and bandit activities to the 

position of routine loeal affairs, he began preparations to defend his 

^ CJuoted in Ford, "Mamoirs," V, p. 996. 

^^ Ford, "ffemoirs," V, pp. 914-917, 927; Van Dorn to Ford, May 
27, 1861, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 1, pp. 577-578; Ford to Captain E.D. Stith, 
November 11, 1861, ibid.. Vol. 4, pp. 136-137| Ford to Capistran, Novem
ber 9, 1861, War DepartB»nt Collection of Confederate Records, Carded 
Records and Correspondence Rei John S. Ford, 2d Regiment Texas Cavalry 
(2 Tbxas Mounted Rifles) (Confederate), National Archives, Washington, 
D.C. Hereafter cited as War Dept., Ford Records. 

^3 Ford, "Mamoirs," V, pp. 929, 1,003| Ford to Governor Edward 
Clark, April 23, 1861, cited i n ^ ^ . , pp. 930-932. 
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district against possible Federal invasion. Union forces could most 

easily threaten Texas by way of the lower Rio Grande. They must be re

pelled, for, with Lincoln's announcement of a naval blockade. Ford re

alized that the lower Rio Grande region would be the only practicable 

point of entry for goods and of outlet for cotton, the only means the 

Confederacy had of establishing its financial credit abroad. Sinee 

the Brazos Santiago and Point Isabel installations eould not be defended 

against naval attack, the military supplies captured there were sent to 

San Antonio for distribution to Texas units. Obviously, Fort Brown, 

about twenty miles above the Gulf, became the key to the control of the 

lower river region. The fort was habitable for a small force but was 

hardly defensiblet walls, parapets, and ditches had almost crumbled 

away, and its approaches were too overgrown with mesquite to offer a 

field of fire for either artillery or infantry. Ford began recondition

ing the post on April 19, with the assistance of Judge Israel B. Bigelow 

and other Brownsville citizens. While the troops worked to restore the 

defenses, civilians hired and direeted by Bigelow commenced to clear 

away the mesquite. It was hot, arduous work with pick and spade, axe 

and grubbing hoe, but merchant Jeremiah Galvan found a way to lighten 

the labors. In his warehouse were several barrels of whiskey. United 

States property only a few weeks earlier. Periodically the "jigger 

bucket" passed among the toilers, and dirt and branches flew inces

santly. Gentler hands were also busy rendering aid of another kind. 

f̂rs. Bigelow put herself at idle head of a group of Brownsville women 

^ OJJRA, Ser. I, Vol. 11, p. 119. 

^5 Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 1004-1005. 
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who assumed the task of making a Confederate flag for "Old Rip"»s men. 

Presented by the judge in a formal ceremony. Ford received it with ap

propriate remarks. The "Stars and Bars" rose to the peak of the Fort 

Brown flag pole, whence the banner flew while the Confederacy held the 

46 
lower river. 

The temporary return of Juan Cortina to the Rio Grande briefly 

enlivened activities. Under his urging, Msxican residents of Zapata 

County pronounced against the Confederacy, an action more anti-Texan 

than it was pro-Union, for it offered an excuse for predatory raiding 

north of the Rio Grande. After hanging the secessionist county judge, 

the pronunciadoB early in April began a thorough devastation of the 

47 
Texas frontier above Brownsville. The outlaws were defeated in a 

series of sharp engagements during May, the decisive fight coming on 

May 23 at Carrizo, about sixty miles below Laredo, v^en Cortina him

self was repulsed and pursued by Captain Santos Benavides of a long-

48 
influential family in the region. Soon thereafter. General Garcia 

went upstream for words with Cortina. They were pointed words, and 

again the bandit disappeared from the vailley to await a more favorable 

49 
situation to exploit. The quick suppression of the outbreak was 

irrefutable testimony to the competence whieh Ford had brought to his 

new ccmuaand. 

Colonel Ford's situation underwent several changes during May. 

^^ Rio Grande Sentinel (Brownsville), June 26, I86I. 

^'^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 1002-1003, 919-920. 

^ Benavides to Ford, Jfaiy 23, 1861, cited Inibi^., pp. 923-924. 

^^Jbji., pp. 925, 927. 
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For one thing, he was no longer under the orders of the Committee of 

Public Safety. Its work ended when military responsibility in the Coa-

federate District of Tbxas was assumed on April 21 by Colonel Earl Van 

Dorn, a former Uhion cavalry major. By late May, Van Dorn had decided 

on two lines of defense for Texas' western frontiers, the first extend

ing from Red River to the junction of the North and Main Conches, and 

the second stretching from Fort Inge to Fort Bliss, incliading Forts 

Bliss, Quitman, Davis, Camp Stockton, Forts Lancaster, Clark, Inge, 
50 

ahd Canqp Wood. Van Dorn placed Ford in command of the second line, 

at the same time ordering him te remain on the lower Rio Grande. Ford 

was direeted to muster into Confederate service the infantry companies 

which had followed him to the Rio Grande. Ford's own regiment of mounted 

rifloBen was reeruiting in San Antonio to bring it up to full strength. 

He planned to use the recruits to supplement the units of Nolan, Donel

son, and Littleton, but four of his companies ultimately marched under 

Baylor aid Waller to Fort %iss to resist a possible Uhion thrust from 

New Mexico. Van Dorn expressed "perfect confidence" that, under Ford's 

51 
administration, the Rio Grande line would be well guarded. 

Probably before these orders reaehed Fort Brown, "Old Rip" had 

experieneed what his misogynist friends might have termed another 

"change of command." In Brownsville, on May 31, 1861, the grizzled 

52 
colonel married Addle Smith, of less than half ais years. He was not. 

5^ Van Dorn, General Order No. 8, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 1, pp. 

574-575. 

^^ Ibid.I Van Dorn to Ford, May 27, 1861, 1 ^ . , pp. 577-578. 

^^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XXII, p. 44. 
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however, to be separated from his young bride by Van Dorn's suggestion 

that border headquarters be moved to Fort Clark.^^ Before he could 

coaply with them in detail. Van Dorn had been promoted and transferred 

east and the eommand had been assumed by Brigadier General P.O. Hebert, 

with Colonel Henry S. MeCulloch becoming Ford's Immediate superior, 

commanding the Sub-Military Department of the Rio Grande. Ford's 

headquarters remained at Brownsville. 

During November, Ford was siimmoned to serve as a negotiator in 

a Mexican affair. Jesus de la Serma was appointed governor of Tam

aulipas by the Juarez administration, whereupon the Matamoros gar

rison under General Garcia pronounced against the appointment. Ford's 

old friend Carbajal, now a Juarezista general, was sent to put down 

the revolt. GsLrcia, aware of Ford's friendshlD with Carbajal, re

quested "Old Rip" to carry proposals to the Carbajal camp, about a 

half-dozen miles upstream from the eity. Ford performed the errand. 

Carbajal rejected the propositions, declaring his intention of quel

ling the revolt. At Carbajal's request. Ford reviewed the troops of 

the Mexican officer and informed their commander that if he would lead 

them in a vigorous, unrelenting assault, he eould quiekly si;^press the 

pronunciados. As he had done in a similar situation a decade earlier, 

the general ignored the advice, diffused his strength throughout the 

winter by conmitting scattered detachments to isolated skirmishes, and 

54 
in the spring withdrew, unsuccessful. 

^̂  Van Dorn to Ford, May 27, 1861, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 1, pp. 
577-578. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 927-928| Dallas Herald. February 12, 
1862; l9i^ Brown Flap (Brownsville), April 17, 1862^ 
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No affairs of moment plagued Ford during the fall and winter of 

1861-1862. About the end of October, word came of new depredations up 

the river, but prompt action by Captain W.H, Brewin, commanding at 

Ringgold Barracks, quelled the disturbances.^^ Nolan was briefly en

gaged about the same time in rounding up several unparoled prisoners 

56 
of war attenqpting to escape across the river to Matamoros. Early 

in 1862, Henry IfcCulloch summoned Ford to Sub-District headquarters in 

San Antonio, and on February 17 placed him in command of all troops on 

57 

the Rio Grande. During his absence, the ^ort Brown command was ad

ministered by Colonel P.N. Luckett of the Third Taxas Infantry, which 

had been mustered into serviee according to Van Dorn's order. 

Two months after Ford's return to his headquarters, a long-

expected Uhion blockading vessel appeared at the mouth of the Rio 

Grande. I^e U.S.S. Montg9mBry. commanded by Captain Charles Hunter, 

hove to at the river mouth on the morning of April 29. To Captain 

Brewin, at Brazos Santiago, Hunter sent notice that he would wait a 

day to permit the removal of women and children from the small settle

ment there before eeramencing bombardment. He also extended an invita

tion to any Texans \rtio felt so disposed to meet with him and swear al-

58 
legiance to the Union government. Brewin withdrew his ccramand out 

^^ Brewin to Ford, November 7, 1861, O^R.. Ser. I, Vol. 4, pp. 
131-132. 

^^ Nolan to Ford, November 9, 1861 j Ford to Stith, November 11, 
1861, i ^ . , pp. 137, 136-137. 

5*̂  Abstract of field return, ibid.. Vol. 9, p. 706j War Dept., 
Ford Records. 

^ Hunter to the Comraander of Any Armed Men at the Mouth of the 
Rio Grande, Texas, United States, April 29, 1862, War of the Rebel-

file:///rtio
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of range of the Montgemeyy * a guns and sent a courier to Inform Ford of 

the situation. On the following day. Ford expressed his regret to 

Hunter that circumstances did not allow the Texans to meet him on the 

sea, but •'If you will COTO ashore you shall be met as brave men ever 

meet the invaders of their soil, \^o cone to execute the edicts of a 

59 
despotic government." 

If the Montgomery came to interfere with the Texas-Mexican trade, 

as she probably did. Hunter must have been sorely frustrated. The per^ 

spicacity of Colonel Ford had tied the blockader's hands. Valuable to 

the Confederacy were the steamboats of the King-Kenedy firm, which had 

been bringing supplies to Brownsville from whatever source they eould 

be purchased. The partners, unwilling to risk the capture and con?-

fiscation of their vessels by Federal bloekaders, acted upon Ford's 

advice to register their ships under the Mexican flag, thereby as

suming the status and rights of neutral vessels. Ford's successor 

to command of the Brownsville region. Colonel Luckett, was displeased 

%d.th the ehange of registry because the King and Kenedy captains would 

no longer take orders from Confederate officials, but his protests, 

after Ford explained the situation to departmental headquarters, 

61 
brought no Confederate interference with their operations. 

This arrangement, to be remembered to Ford's advantage by his 

lion: Offl^^a;^ R^^ft^^P of ^he Uĥ ftn and Confederate Navies (30 Vols.; 
Washington, 1894-1922), Ser. I, Vol. 18, p. 458. 

^ Ford to Hunter, April 30, 1862, ibid., p. 458. 

^° Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 893-894. 

^^ Ibid., pp. 1005-1006. 
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friend Richard King, was the colonel's last act of importance as com

mander of the District of the Rio Grande. A few days later, when 

Colonel Luckett was ordered to succeed him. Ford disappeared from the 

valley, and for about a year and a half, he saw no active field service. 

During most of that time, he served continuously in a responsible ca

pacity, although for several months he held no official position. On 

April 16, 1862^ the Confederate governaent enacted legislation requir

ing all %rtiite male citizens between eighteen and thirty-five years of 

age to enroll for military service. Enrolling officers, with the rank 

and authority of captains of the Confederate Army, Mere appointed for 

each county, and district canps of instruction were authorized to pro

vide some basic military training for the enrollees. In May, John S. 

Ford was called from his command to ten^orary duty at department head

quarters at Houston. On June 2, he assumed the dual role of commanding 

officer of the Houston conscript camp and of Superintendent of Con

scripts of the Department of Texas, the latter capacity placing upon 

him the responsibility for the successful operation of the conscript 

62 
program in his state. In July he transferred his headquarters as 

Commandant of Conscripts to Austin, where he continued to exercise 

the authority of the office until November. He was not pleased with 

the transfer from field command to a desk job, nor the separation from 

his wife, whom he had been forced to leave at her father's home in 

63 
Brownsville because of her pregnancy. 

^^E.W. Winkler (ed.), "Checklist of Texas Imprints." The South-
iji}.gtj»̂ n Historical Quarterly. LII (July, 1948), p. 75? 0 ^ , Ser. I, 
V e i n s , pt. 2, p. 382. 

^^ Ford, ">femoirs," VII, p. 1201, 
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Ford believed that his new assignment was the result of machin

ations of his politieal enemies, some of whom were displeased by "Old 

Rlp"»s success on the Rio Grande and sought to see him removed from 

64 
service. William B. Ochiltree, against whose political interests 

Ford had worked in intra-party strife, while a delegate to the Pro

visional Congress of the Confederate States, had publicly urged Ford's 

transfer from the Rio Grande as the only way of averting war with Msx-

65 
ice. Apparently in accord with Ochiltree was Brigadier General H.P. 

Bee, who in April, 1862, came, as he said, "specially assigned by the 

66 
President to the command of the Rio Grande," to replace MBCulloch 

and become ^ord's immediate superior. It was Bee, Ford and his friends 

67 
believed, who initiated Ford's transfer. 

The temporary assignment to offiee duty was only the first step 

by Ford's enemies to get him out of the service. After his transfer, 

his regiment was mustered into the Confederate Ar^y, and then fur

loughed in September when the companies that had been with Sibley in 

New Mexico had returned. Claiming authority under the conscription 

law of April 16, Bee thereupon ordered the regiment to reorganize on 

October 8 and to elect its field officers. Ford did not stand for the 

offiee of colonel, believing that his selection by the Convention 

could not legally be set aside in this manner and that Bee was vio-

^ Ford to O.M. Roberts, September 30, 1861, Roberts papers, 
Scrapbook III, Barker Center, U.T. 

^5 G.H. Moore to John H. Reagan, November 6, 1862, War Dept., 
Ford Records. 

^^ 0 ^ » Ser. I, Vol. 9, p. 730. 

^'^ Moore to Reagan, November 6, 1862, War Dept., Ford Reeords. 
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lating the intent of the conscription law. The reorganized regiment 

eleeted as its colonel Major Charles L. Pyron, who had ably commanded 

its western companies at Valverde and Glorieta Pass in New I^xico.^^ 

Pyron was issued a Confederate eomaission. Ford had none, and was 

never regarded by the Confederate War Department as a Confederate of-

69 
fleer. 

In the absence of precise instruetions. Superintendent Ford had 

to formulate a policy for exemptions from conscription. He exempted 

all those whose employment or occt5)ation was directly concerned with 

the manufacture, transportation, or procurement of goods for the Coi>-

71 
federate or Texas government. Believing that those i^o possessed 

the most material wealth had the most to fight for, he exempted over

seers but conscripted plantation owners. Holding that no man should 

be forced to take up arms to oppose his own principles, he never know

ingly approved of the assignment of a Uhion sympathizer to a Confeder^ 

72 
ate combat unit. He applied the Conscript Aet with the same vigor 

that he engaged enemy forces in the field. Enrolling officers were 

instructed that "The man \dio opposes, in any way, the execution of the 

Conscript Act has no olaim to be a patriot . . . ," and that "The law 

shall not be diverted from the great ends for which it was enacted to 

^^ Moore to Reagan, November 6, 1862, War Dept., Ford Records. 

^ 0 ^ , Ser. I, Vol. 26, pt. 2, pp. 65, 517, 524, 530. 

'̂ ° Ford, "Mbmoirs," V, p. 1007. 

^ Ford, Order No. 2, June 30, 1862, Ed Burleson papers. Barker 
Center, U.T. Burleson, after resigning from the Rangers, served as 
one of Ford's enrolling officers. 

72 Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 1007j VII, p. 1200. 
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suit the views of any one. It shall not be used to aid the schemes of 

office-seekers or office-holders, as long as the present Superlntenlent 

73 

remains upon duty." Uninfluenced by the offers of bribes, he admin

istered conscription with a fairness that brought general satisfaction 
74 

to his fellow Texans. Before the announcement in Texas on December 

11 of the faaous supplementary "twenty nigger law" of April 21, 1862, 

and the resultant feeling that the crisis had become "a rich man's 

war and a poor man's fight," Ford had temporarily retired from public 

service. 

About the first of November, shortly before Ford's resignation, 

lira. Ford joined her husband in Austin, when he first beheld his new 

75 
daughter. May Loioise, bom on August 15. For the next four months. 

Ford remained a private citizen. In his memoirs he does net account 

for how the time was spent, but there is some indication that he took 

up residence in San Antonio, where he eould keep in touch %rlth develop

ments and be easily accessible if the state and the Department of Texas 

76 
desired his service. 

Although most Texans appreeiated Ford's administration of the 

conscript bureau, they felt that his more in^ortant talents of military 

command were being wasted. Their attitude was evidenced by petitions 

for his promotion to brigadier general. As early as September 20, 1861, 

"̂^ Ford, Order No. 3, July 4# 1862, Ed Burleson papers. Barker 
Center, U.T. 

"̂^ Ford, "Jfemoirs," V n , p. 1207. 

'^^ Mi*f PP* 1201-1202. 

'76 Ibid. It was during this period, apparently, that Ford began 
to help Burleson obtain contracts for supplying the Confederacy with 
mules and forage. 
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W.S. Oldham, L.T. Wigfall, and others in the Confederate Provisional 

Congress had direetly requested President Jefferson Davis to promote 

Ford. On November 6, Texas Supreme Court Justice George F. Moore 

wrote to Postmaster General John H. Reagan urging him to work toward 

the same end. Reagan forwarded the req\iest on Deeember 11 to Secre

tary of War Judah P. Benjamin. Francis W. latham. Confederate Cus

toms Collector at Brownsville, Captain Matthew Nolan, and a number of 

other South Texans addressed the President on Ford's behalf on Decem

ber 17, asking, in addition to his commission, that he be assigned to 

command along the Rio Grande. On Febmary 16, 1863, three petitions 

for "Old Rip"'s advancement were dispatched: one to Davis from the 

Texas senators and representatives in Richmond; another to the Texas 

congressional corps from the members of the Texas legislature; a 

third to the Secretary of War from a number of East Tsxas men. The 

last petition mentioned that Ford had resigned as Superintendent of 

Conscripts to "shoulder his rifle and take his place in the ranks," 

and requested that the Confederacy make better use of him, sinee "it 

77 
would be the delight of Texans to follow such a leader." Davis and 

Benjamin, however, apparently felt that vacancies in the rank of brig

adier should be filled either by men already holding Confederate com

missions or, in exceptional cases, by influential politicians. Since 

John S. Ford had neither qualification, the efforts on his behalf were 

unavailing, although for a time his prospects apparently were bright, 

for General Bee wrote in some agitation to learn if it were true that 

Ford had been commissioned a brigadier general and had been ordered to 

77 
War Dept., Ford Records. 
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replace him on the Rio Grande line. 

Born to lead, "Rip" Ford had no intention of shouldering a mus

ket as a private. It was not to that end that he had taken up resi

dence in San Antonio. In the eity he soon became acquainted with 

Major General John Bankhead Magruder, whose application of histrionic 

abilities to military operations had so frustrated and bewildered 

George B. McClellan on the Yorktown line during the Peninsular cam

paign. "Prince John" Magruder, at San Antonio on November 29, 1862, 

had assumed eommand of the newly created District of Texas, New Msx-

ico, and Arizona, under the Confederacy's recently established T^ans-

79 
Mississippi Department. Four months later, Magruder found use for 

Ford. Major J.P. Flewellen, anxious for field command, resigned as 

Superintendent of Conscripts. On March 21, Magruder appointed Ford, 

to \Aiom he referred as "an officer of great merit," to resume the 

position. Not until after the appointment had been made did the 

general learn that his new Superintendent was not a Confederate of-

fieer. He then sought a coniftlsslen for him. President Davis denied 

Magruder's request, but he did confirm the appointment to the Super-

80 

intendency. Magruder, however, publicly recognized Ford as a col

onel, addressed him as such, and, until the close of the war, author

ized him to aet as such. Furthermore, Ford was paid by the Confeder

ate paymaster of the department at the $210 monthly scale that was a 

I 
'̂ ^ O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 26, pt. 2, p. 42. 

"^ Ibid.. Vol. 15, p. 880. 

^ Magruder, unnumbered General Order, March 21, 1863, War 
Dept., Ford Records. 
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Confederate Army colonel's pay. 

Ably assisted l^ his old friend William C. Walsh, transferred 

to the bureau from field duty after having been wounded at Gaines' Mill, 

Colonel Ford entered anew on the task of administering the conscript 

82 
laws as fairly as he was able. There existed, however, a situation 

\rtiieh, although legal, was in Ford's eyes manifestly unfair to the Ttex

ans under arms, one whieh permitted conscription evaders to lower civil

ian morale. 

There was a number of men of conscriptable age who managed to 
keep out of the army by reason of small offiee s they managed 
to hold, and other sharp practices well known to the ardent 
patriot who stayed at home with his wife. These gentlezaen 
were the most eloquent accusers of those officers who lost 
fights, no matter what the difference in number and position. 
They abused everything and every body wearing the Confederate 
uniform; and from the lips out were excelsior soldiers. These 
censorious eitizens did great harm to the Confederate cause. 

To forestall the evils arising from the conduct of such citizens. 

Ford, with the aid of his adjutant. Captain John J. Dix, wrote a consti

tution for, and put into being, the Sons of the South, a society whose 

members came from the troops of the Confederacy. The constitution, em

phasizing the subordination of military to civil authority, sought to 

make the order "the friends and assistants of the poor and the distres

sed." It gained control of the Austin meat market and forced prices 

down to where the poor eould purchase. It provided a fund by idiich dis

abled soldiers or their widows or orphans might be supplied with food. 

^^ Confederate Anny pay vouchers. War Dept., Ford Records; Ford, 
"hfemoirs," V, p. 1008; VII, p. 1206. 

^2 Magruder, unnumbered General Order, March 21, 1863, War Dept., 
Ford Records; Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 1008. 

file:///rtiieh
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fuel, and clothing. Ford led the way in contributing to the fund.^^ 

He also had printed paa^hlets describing the aims of the order, whieh 

he distributed widely throughout the state, and on occasions spoke pub

licly to urge the establishment of new branches of the parent society.^^ 

Old Tbxian Samuel Maverick, in San Antonio on September 27, 1863, heard 

86 
Ford deliver a "beautiful address" concerning the order. In a short 

time the Sons of the South was generally disseminated among troops in 

87 
Texas and in some Confederate units outside the state. 

Ford's responsibilities as Superintendent of Conscripts on oc

casion went beyond office routine, since "In Texas there were a number 

who avoided conscription." Certain of these people congregated in a 

camp in the hills west of Austin, living by himting and by the aid of 

friends. When these evaders ware blamed for the murder of a respected 

Gonzales County citizen, a number of Gonzales men formed a company to 

exact revenge. To prevent illegal violence. Ford hastily collected a 

small party of citizens and soldiers and moved out to keep an eye on 

develepments. Although his group successfully surrounded the camp of 

the sleeping Unionists, one of his party, evidently fearful of a clash, 

fired two rapid shots which awakened the sleepers. They escaped in the 

dark up a bluff whieh was so preeipitous that it had not been guarded. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VIT, pp. 1203-1204. 

^^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XXII, p. 43. 

®5 Ford, "^femoirs," VII, pp. 1204-1205. 

^^ Rena Maverick Green ( ed . ) , Samuel Maverick. Texan: A Colle9-
t i e n of Letters. Journals and ^^moirs ISan Antonio. 1952), p . 372. 

'̂7 Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p . 1204. 
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Throughout the autumn. Ford made a number of other expeditions which, 

without bloodshed, broke up hidden concentrations of Unionist sympa

thizers. Most of the latter eventually offered themselves for con

scription. The departure of the rest for other parts of the state re-

88 
stored Confederate authority in and around Travis County. 

While Ford exhorted his enrolling officers to better efforts, 

or rode through the Colorado River brakes after uncooperatlng citi

zens, events of a larger magnitude laid the basis for his return to ac

tive field command. Ambitious Major General Nathaniel P. Banks, tftiion 

commander of the Department of the Gulf, unknown to his war department 

had laid plans to occupy Texas. By feigning a move in the fall against 

southeast Texas, he forced Magruder to concentrate his departmental 

strength in that area, leaving Generals Bee and James £. Slaughter to 

defend the Rio Grande valley with only Colonel James £. Duff's Thirty-

third Texas Cavalry at Fort Brown and the small regiment of Colonel 

Santos Benavides above Ringgold Barracks. 

His strategy having been successful. Banks loaded the Thirteenth 

Army Corps, under Major General N.J.T. Dana, on transports and sailed 

for the mouth of the Rio Cbrande. At noon on November 2, 1863, Major 

John Bruce's Nineteenth Iowa Infantry unfurled their colors on the 

89 

beach of Brazos Island. By November 5, the rest of the corps had dis

embarked. On the next day, as Duff's cavalry withdrew northward toward 

90 
the King ranch. Banks established his headquarters at Fort Brown. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, pp. 1208-1209. 

^ O.R*» Ser. I, Vol. 26, pt. 1, p. 425. 

^ifey., p. 399. 
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The end of November saw the Union occupation firmly consolidated under 

Dana, from Brazos Island and Point Isabel to Rio Grande City, where 

Colonel E.J. Davis had led his First Tfexas (Union) Cavalry and the 

91 
Thirty-seventh m i n o i s Infantry on a reconnaissance in force. Bee's 

92 
command, weakened by the defection of Captain A.T. Vidal's company, 

assembled at King's ranch, except for Benavides' regiment, which had 

retired upstream beyond Rio Grande City. The Confederate supply link 

between Matamoros and Brownsville was severed. Increasing by half the 

cost of goods since they no longer could be crossed with safety into 

93 
Texas lower than Laredo. Furthermore, it was in^jossible for Magruder 

to reinforce Bee, since the transfer of enough men to offset Dana's four 

thousand troops would irreparably weaken the departmental defense in the 

face of what appeared to be a major attes^t from Louisiana, a fiction 

which Banks from his New Orleans headquarters ably maintained. 

Such, then, was the situation which brought John S. Ford again 

to the fore. Close on the completion of the Union occupation, Bigelow, 

Galvan, and a number of other leading Brownsville men quickly renewed 

94 

their Uhion allegiance. Ihe majority, however, did not, and a wide

spread demand frera valley residents for "Old Rip" to come to ttieir as-

95 
sistance reached him in December. He had never failed them, nor 

^^ O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 26, pt. 1, pp. 423-424. 

"^^ MA'f PP- 447-451. 

^̂  Major General N.J.T. Dana to Brigadier General Charles P. Stone, 
December 24, 1863, ibid. , pp. 876-878; Ford, "Msmoirs," VI, pp. 1018,1034. 

^^ Qjs&x» S»r. I, Vol. 26, pt. 1, p. 881; pt. 2, p.415. 

^^ Jbi^.f pt. 2, p. 530. 
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would he now. With the approval and cooperation of department head

quarters, "Rip" Ford made ready to return to the valley. He began the 

organization of what soon became his largest and most effective com

mand — the Rio Grande Expeditionary Force. 



CHAPTER IX 

THE RIO GRANEE EXPEDITIONARY FORCE 

The Rio Grande Expeditionary Force was to restore the valley to 

the Confederacy. For Initiating the steps resulting in its organiza

tion. Ford credited Major A.G. Dickinson, G.S.A., district adjutant gen

eral and commander of the San Antonio garrison. Dickinson it was who 

persuaded Magruder to authorize the movement. Ford, knowing that he 

could act on state authority, also realized that unless he could com

mand some of the ^Confederate units in the state, his numbers would be 

too few to oust the estimated seven thousand federal troops based in 

Brownsville. Before moving to San Antonio, he issued calls for recruits 

from among Texans not subject to conscription. Meanwhile, he prodded 

the district commander for action and waited impatiently for him to 

make official the permission he had granted early in December. 

Hesitant to place Confederate troops under an officer technical

ly not in service. General Magruder, on December 20, 1863, requested 

Governor Pendleton Murrah to have Ford made a state brigadier general 

2 
through legislative enactment. Then, two days later, without waiting 

for the state to act, he dispatched a long, confidential order to Ford 

from his headquarters at McNeel's plantation in Brazoria County. Even 

though the Trans-Mississippi Department had ignored his plea to have 

Ford commissioned, he had determined that, with or without a commission. 

^ Ford, "Jfemoirs," VI, pp. 1034-1035, 1047. 

^ Magruder to Murrah, December 20, 1863, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 26, 
pt. 1, pp. 516-517. Ford and five others were appointed state brig
adiers on Mareh 1, 1864, but Ford rarely used the title. 
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Ford would eommand both state and Confederate forces west of San Antonio. 

The orders reached Ford on Deeember 27. Too ill to travel to 

Magruder's headquarters for a personal interview regarding the nature 

of his jurisdiction and operations. Ford carefully studied the communi

cation to learn what authority he might exercise. The order gave him 

cemmand of all the troops at San Antonio except a detachment which 

would remain to guard the depot. Major Albert Walthersdorff, defending 

the Blanco County area from Indian attack with a two-company battalion 

of Rangers, was ordered to report with his men to Ford at San Antonio; 

Colonel S.B. Baird's Fourth Arizona regiment was assigned to Ford; 

county enrolling officers were to send their new conscripts to the com

mand; finally. Ford might muster as many companies of conscription-

exempt men as he could raise. He was further ordered to establish the 

impression that his conmand was destined for Indianola to help repulse 

a threat from Louisiana, but confidentially to inform Colonel Duff, 

3 
north of the Rio Grande, that reinforoements would soon be on the way. 

Magruder estimated that the force would leave San Antonio only 

about seven hundred strong, but felt that the other comnands, joining 

it on the march and in the valley, would augment it sufficiently for it 

to achieve its objective. Major Matt Nolan, with his riders from the 

Corpus Christi region, and Captain A.J. Ware, commanding a battalion 

near San Patricio, were to join the column en route, and Colonel Santos 

Benavides' small regiment and Captain George H. Giddings' command at 

^ Magruder to Ford, December 22, 1863, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 26, 
pt. 1, pp. 525-526. So open a secret was the destination that Ford 
complained that new recruits on arrival clamored to know how soon 
they would march for the Rio Grande. 
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Eagle Pass were to be incorporated when he reached the Rio Grande.^ 

Ford shortly reported to Magruder that companies from the various coun

ties were answering the call for volunteers, and that he would send his 

old friend H. Clay Davis to Mexico to organize volunteers from among 

the Texas refugees in Matamoros, Reynosa, Camargo, and other border 

towns. 

Until mid-March Ford was limnersed in the various tasks of staff 

and brigade organization and supply procurement, while simultaneously 

directing the units already operating south and west of San Antonio. 

Magruder had given him an almost free hand in the selection of staff 

officers, a wise move on the general's part since Ford's chosen sub

ordinates had rarely proved incompetent. Unable to obtain Dickinson 

for his second-inr-eommand. Ford left the post vacant, but otherwise as

sembled a stflLff on whose abilities he could rely. For quartermaster he 

chose Captain C H . Marritt, released by Major Simeon Hart of the dis

trict cotton bureau at Ford's request. Magruder sent him his subse

quent chief of staff, Major Felix Blucher, conversant in five languages, 

grandnephew of Field Marshal Blucher of the Prussian army, a surveyor 

intimately acquainted with the country south of the Nueces — a valuable 

acquisition, if he could be kept sober. As tactical officer of the bri

gade, Ford selected Mijor Walthersdorff, a giant whose awesome strength 

enabled him, without apparent effort, to lift and hold at arm's length 

^ Magruder to Klrby Smith, December 24, 1863, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol, 
26, pt. 1, pp. 529-531; Ford to Captain E.P. Turner, January 6, 1864, 
ibid.. Vol. 53, pp. 922-923. 

5 Ford to Turner, December 27, 1863, ibid.. Vol. 26, pt. 1, pp. 
543-544* T\a*ner was Magrtider's assistant adjutant general. 
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a 200.pcund recruit. Captain W.G.M. Saniels, from Henry MeCulloch's 

covand In the northern part of the state, was assigned as ordlnanee 
6 

officer. 

With the able assistants he had summoned. Ford labored dili

gently throughout January, I864, to prepare the expedition. He was 

conscious not only of his own growing iopatlenee to be in the field 

but also that of the distriet conroander. To Captain E.P. Ttirner, 

Magruder's assistant adjutant general, "Old Rip" expressed regret 

that difficult problems had caused his delay. 

I regret not having been able to take the field ere this. 
I have had serious obstacles to surmount. Exhausted resources, 
a population almost drained of men subject to military duty, 
oppositions from rivalry, and the nameless disagreeable re
tardations incident to an undertaking of this character are 
all too well known to the aajoxv-heneral eommand in,:, • . .' 

The rivalry Ford referred to was occasioned, in particular, by 

Colonel S.B. Baird, comBanding the Fourth Arizona Cavalry. Baird, 

whose organised con^nies were on the Indian frontier under Lieuten

ant Colonel Dan Sbowalter, was recruiting his command in the San An

tonio area on December 15, 1863, when he was ordered to report to 

Ford. When Baird finally arrived in San Antonio on February 4t the 

slow communications eventually having caught up with him. Ford prompt

ly ordered him to take his new recruits and assume eommand at Fort 

Merrill. Feeling that he ranked Ford, Baird refused to obey until 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1039-1042; O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 53, 
pp. 922-923. 

'̂  Ford to Ttorner, February 5, I864, 9fR.. Ser. I, Vol. 34, 
pt. 2, pp. 946-947. 
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MBigruder upheld Ford's authority. When Ford moved forward in March, 

Baird had obtained a transfer and the command of his regiment had de

volved upon Showalter, who by then was marching with his frontier 
Q 

companies to join the Expeditionary Force. 

The commissary supply problem was not so easily solved. A 

great drouth during the previous year made it immensely difficult to 

procure adequate food for nen and animals. While waiting for the 

grass to rise. Ford's quartermasters, ably assisted by Captain John 

Littleton, to whom the region was an open book, scoured the country 

for corn. Regularly Littleton appeared with teams and wagons, which 

others failed to find, to transport corn to the Helena depot for grind

ing. A shortage of specie made procurement of supplies and transport 

difficult, but there were Confederate bills In plenty, and those farmers 

who refused such payment found their goods ioqsressed by Ford, acting 
9 

under Magruder's authorization. 

Spurred by word that the Federal forces on the Rio Grande were 

preparing to attack Eagle Pass, Ford reported on February 28 that he 

would move soon toward the valley. He left San Antonio on March 17 

and within the week made camp at Banquete, where Showalter had been 

directed to join him. There he received a dispatch from Colonel Be»-

avides, bearing late news of operations along the river. Union eavalry 

had attacked laredo on the afternoon of March 19, but Benavides reported 

^ O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 34, pt. 2, p. 947; Ford, "Memoirs," VI, 
p. 1036. 

9 p.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 34, pt. 2, pp. 946-947, 961-962. 

^^ Ford to Turner, February 28, 1864, ibid., pp. 1004-1005. 
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that with some forty men he had repulsed the estimated two hundred in

vaders. He had kept up a vigorous fire until dark, when the Federals 

were forced to "skeedaddle in their own peculiar fashion." I^on the 

arrival of a score of Confederate reinforcements during the night, the 

Union troopers had fallen back toward their infantry and artillery at 

Rio Grande City. 

Without waiting longer for Showalter, on March 26 Ford led his 

slowly augmenting force westward to effect a junction with Benavides. 

Four days later, at a site on San Fernando Creek, which he designated 

as Camp Patterson, he was joined by Showalter at the head of five com-

12 
panics. When word came from Benavides of a strong Federal detachment 

at Rio Grande City, Ford moved out on April 9 to meet Benavides at Los 

13 
Ojuelos, his Ranger headquarters of ten years past, leaving Major 

Nolan with a part of his battalion to cover the left flank and to keep 

an eye on the coast, particularly Corpus Christi, where a Union recon

naissance had landed. By an indirect route, dictated by the necessities 

of forage and water. Colonel Ford took his brigade forward to Laredo. 

Ford's movements were vaguely known to the Uhion command at Fort 

Brown. Pro-Uhionist sympathizers near the coast were anxious to supply 

intelligence to Federal officers. Major General John A. McClernand, 

at Thirteenth Corps headquarters at Pass Cavallo, had been told that 

Corpus Christi had been occupied by a part of Ford's command, and short

ly Benavides to Ford, March 19 and 21, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 
34, pt. 1, pp. 647-648. 

12 Ford to Turner, March 31, 1864, ibid., pt. 2, pp. 1106-1107. 

1^ Ford to Turner, April 9, 1864, ibid., pt. 3, p. 754. 
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ly thereafter heard from Major General J.F. Gerron, commanding at Fort 

Brown, that there was a general rumor that Ford would attack Browns

ville. Herron, however, considered such an attack unlikely because 

Ford's force was estimated at only about 65O men.^ 

Banquete, Laredo, and Brownsville formed the points of an almost 

exact, inverted right triangle, tilted slightly to the left, with the 

Rio Grande its hypotenuse. Within this triangle most of Ford's future 

military operations were to occur. His Expeditionary Force reached 
15 

laredo on April 15. Along his line of march. Ford dispersed the 

con5)anies of the ^ourth Ariiona eastward, and at the hamlet of Los 

Angeles, on the western portion of the route. Captain T.E. Cater and 

E part of Nolan's battalion. These dispositions, as well as a fringe 

of scouts thrown to the southeast, made impossible any enemy surprise 

movement on his supply line. 

That possibility, however, troubled him less than the eonfused 

international political situation he encountered at Laredo. In Leo'edo, 

at Benavides' home, was the Mexiean general Santiago Vidaurri, driven 

into exile because of his sympathy with Maximilian's Imperialistas. 

Ford simultaneously endeavored to cultivate Vidaurri's good will and 

16 
to plcusate the Jiiarez government, as Magruder had directed. Mexican 

politics had taken several devious turns since Ford had left the valley 

^ McClernand to Lieutenant Colonel Richard D. Irwin, April 11, 
1864; Herron to McClernand, April 16, 1864; Major William G. Thompson 
to Captain Samuel Caldwell, April 16, I864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 34, pt. 
3, pp. 129-130, 176-178. 

15 Ford to Turner, April 17, I864, ibid.. pp. 775-776. 

1" Magruder's endorsement, ibid. 
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in 1862. Now governor of Tamaulipas, and responsible for Vidaurri's 

flight, was "Old Rlp"'s former enemy. General Juan N. Cortina. Gover

nor Serna, after having successfully resisted Carbajal's siege, had 

been replaced as military governor, at Juarez' order, by General Manuel 

Ruiz. While Union forces marched on Brownsville in November, 1863, 

Mlramon supporter in exile. General Jose M. Cobos, had led a small 

arnoy across the river, capturing Matamoros and iB^risoning Ruiz. Cobos' 

army was commanded by Cortina, who had raised it. Therein lay Cobos^ 

downfall. He had invested Matamoros on November 4* Three days later 

he was dead, shot by a Cortina firing squad for, according to Cortina, 

plotting against the legitimate Juarez government. Ruiz was immediate

ly released but, fearing that he was marked for a similar fate, he fled 

to Brownsville. Thereupon, Cortina proclaimed himself military governor 

of Tamaulipas, a position in which he was sustained by the harassed 

17 
Juarez administration. 

Circumstances involving Mrs. Ford soon presented another facet 

of the Mexican leader whom General Phil aierldan later mentioned as 

"that unknown quantity Cortina." Mrs. Ford and her infant daughter 

had departed San Antonio in March for Matamoros, by way of Eagle Pass 

and the Ffexican side of the Rio Grande. Except for a slight head in

jury to the child \dien the stage overturned at Camargo, an injury 

promptly attended by Ford's surgeon of the Rio Grande Squadron, Dr. 

C.B. Combe, the journey ended uneventfully in April. Mrs. Ford had 

hoped to visit her mother in Brownsville, but was warned by her sister 

Lu that Federal officers intended to take her into custody should she 

'̂̂  p.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 26, pt. 1, pp. 399-404-

file:///dien
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cross the river. The wrath of the young wife was allayed somewhat by 

an unexpected visit from Cortina and his staff. The general offered 

to supply her with funds to any extent she might require, or with any 

other items to make her c<Mnfortable. In spite of her polite refusal, 

the offers were renewed periodically. The eventual permission granted 

her to visit Brownsville safely may, under the circ\imstances, have 

been due to the intercession of Cortina, who was on good terms with 

the Union officers at Fort Brown. As he told Ford later, he had not 

forgotten the Ranger captain's courteous and considerate treatHent of 

18 
his own mother and sister during the Cortina War. 

Ford, neanwhile, looked with antiolpation toward Brownsville. 

Less than a week after he reaehed Laredo, he began his march down the 

hypotenuse of his triangle of operations, leaving Benavides to hold 

the upper river. Almost four months of reorganizing, marching, and 

skirmishing were required to cover the two hundred miles. By April 23 

he was moving toward his first objective, Rio Grande City, fretfully 

wondering why Giddings' command had not appeared from Eagle Pass. 

After ten more days of steady plodding past the camp sites of Los 

Angeles, Los Ojuelos, Comites, and Abritas, he brought his tired col

umn with its jaded horses and creaking wagons to a halt on May 4 at 

Ringgold Barraeks, on the edge of Rio Grande City. There was no op-

19 
position; the Federals had withdrawn to Edlnburg. 

Ford now sent Captain Granville Ouray to Jfatamoros to collect 

pp. 807-808, 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1044^1045; V, p . 907. 

^^ Ford t o Turner, May 5, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I , Vol. 34, p t . 3 , 



307 

and send back information about the activities and Intentions of the 

Union troops around Brownsville. To further promote Confederate in

terests in Matamoros, the colonel also detailed Lieutenant Colonel 

J.J. Fisher, who had resigned a similar coBmission in Juarez' Liberal-

20 
jgta army to join the Confederates at Ringgold Barracks. By the end 

of May, Colonel Ford had established frieaily relations with the ffexi-

can authorities in Camargo, who had begun to suppress the depredating 

activities of Vidal and other renegades. Colonel John M. Swisher was 

already in Mexico purchasing arms from Yankee deserters, cotton again 

was beginning to move across the border, and Ford was optimistically 

negotiating to increase his small artillery arm. 

The additional guns which ^ord hoped to acquire were Cortina's. 

Mexican Imperial troops were progressing slowly northward toward the 

Rio Grande. Although aware that he was too weak for successful resist

ance, Cortina had determined to hold Matamoros as long as possible. To 

prevent his artillery from falling into Ihiperiallsta hands, he was ne

gotiating for its sale to Ford through Frank Latham, then representing 

21 „ . 
Confederate commercial Interests in Matamoros. Ford was eager to 

make the purchase, but Cortina, who kept fluctuating between allegiance 

to Juarez and to Maximilian, could not be brought to a final settlement. 

It was mid-July before Colonel Ford was able to resume his ad

vance toward Brownsville. He was plagued with the difficulties of sup-

^^ John S, Ford, General Orders, 1863-1865, Museum of the United 
Daughters of the Confederacy, Austin, Texas. Hereafter cited as Ford, 
General Orders, UDC Museum. 

^^ Cortina to Utham, June 8, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 53, pp. 
99ft-999; Ford to Slaughter, ibid.. Vol. 34, pt. 4, pp. 684-685. 
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ply procurement, finally being forced to impress cotton whieh he sold 

in Mexico for coin to pay for goods acquired both there and In Texas.^^ 

His brigade organization was disrupted frequently by the transfers to 

other commands. Particularly annoying was the failure of Lieutenant 

Colonel Oliver Steele, of Waul's Legion, to cooperate. 

I may labor under erroneous inpressions, but I am led to be
lieve that had Lieutenant-Colonel Steele offered an opposition 
as persistent and determined to a Federal officer's intentions 
and plans as he has to mine, he would have done the country good 
service. His reported intermeddlings reach me almost dally. If 
these reports are true . . . I have an undoubted right to request 
the major-general commanding to again protect me from officious 
interference .^ 

The jealous rivalry ^Ich had hampered Ford's earlier operations, it 

appears, was not yet quiescent. 

In June Ford heard that the Federals had evacuated Brownsville, 

To test the validity of the report, he decided to conduet a reconnais

sance in force, following an arc which would bring his riders to the 

river road between Brownsville and a Union cavalry picket at Las Rucias 

ranch, about twenty-six miles above Fort Brown. He set out with some 

sixty men on or about June 21 for John Young's ranch on the river below 

Edlnburg, where he was to meet Lieutenant Colonel Fisher with the latest 

Matamoros intelligence. Showalter's Arizonians, with the battalions of 

Captains Refugio Benavides and Cater, were sent across country to Come 

Se Llama ranch on the Arroyo Colorado north of Edlnburg. Leaving Young's 

'^ Ford to Slaughter, July 7, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 41, pt. 2, 
pp. 994-996. 

^^ Ford to Slaughter, July 9, 1864, ibid., p. 1001. Steele was 
comnanding Camp Placide, at Gonzales. 
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ranch on June 23, Ford arrived that night at Showalter's camp, spent a 

day drying beef for rations in case of a forced retreat, and before 

daylight on June 25 headed straight south for the river road, strik

ing it about twentywfour miles above Brownsville at ten that morning. 

When captured Mexicans verified the presence of the Federal outpost at 

las Rucias, Ford marched through the neavy chaparral, which effectively 

concealed his foree, to attack. The Union pickets, having been informed 

of Ford's approach but believing that he still had only the small de

tachment with which he started to Young's ranch, had not taken the pre

caution of guarding the road to Brownsville. ^ Consequently, ex-Ranger 

Captain James Dunn's advance party hit the Federals sooner than either 

anticipated. The Union cavalry opened fire; Dunn charged with his 

small detachment; and the engagement became general. 

Through a brisk rain, Showalter led his regiment to support 

Dunn, and Ford threw the battalions of Cater and Benavides into action. 

The defenders, troopers of companies A and C of Colonel E.J. Davis' 

First Tbxas (Union) Cavalry of Herron's force, commanded by Captain 

P.G. Temple, fought desperately from the 1 scales and the brick head

quarters building, having been told that the Texans would treat them 

as traitors. The fight, short but hot, ended with the flight of those 

Federals who could escape to the cane thickets on the liexican side of 

the Rio Grande. As the firing died away, Giddings and his men arrived, 

having been detained up the river by Benavides. 

Ford's victory was decisive. Only eight of the more than one 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1080-1081. Warning of Ford's move 
was carried by the mulatto son of a white man named Weber, a neighbor 
to Young. 
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hundred Union cavalrymen, including Captain Ttemple who "left early," 

finally reached Fort Brown. The Expeditionary Force took thirty-six 

prisoners, counted twenty enemy dead, including some wounded who drowned 

while trying to escape across a small lagoon, and appropriated enemy 

property to the extent of two eon^lete wagons and teams, twenty-eight 

horses, and an unreported number of saddles and arms. Of the 250 Ken 

"Old Rip" had committed to battle, only three had been killed and four 

wounded. Captain Temple's official file, captured in the fight, re

vealed that Davis' regiment was under orders to embark for New Orleans. 

The possibility of a counter-attack was consequently remote, but Ford 

retired deliberately up-stream to Edlnburg, ^ere he waited a day and 

a half to permit it. No enemy appeared. General Herron at Fort Brown 

incorrectly estimated Ford's strength at 1,200 instead of the actual 

400 and decided to wait for Ford to attack him at Brownsville, ^^re 

25 
he would have the benefit of his infantry and artillery. 

Except for a thin cavalry screen of no more than a hundred v.en 

on picket duty along the Brownsville-Rio Grande City road and the 

coast, the way was open for Colonel Ford's advance. However, since 

"Old Rip" had not as yet any accurate estimate of Union strength, he 

did not act precipitately. For a month he remained at Ringgold Bar

racks, preparing amsunition cases, acciimulating stores, wagons, and 

pack animals, and waiting for new companies to report to replace his 

ninety-day recruits. His patrols scouted regularly down the river 

road, but lack of grass and forage prevented the Texans from effee-

^^ Ford to Slaughter, July 2, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 34, pt. 1, 
pp. 1054-1056; Herron to Brigadier General William Dwight, June 26, 
1864, ^bid.. pt. 4, pp. 559-56O; Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1080-1085. 
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tively pursuing the Mexican gangs engaged in driving Texas stock across 

26 
the river. When at last his command was reorganized and his supplies 

were packed. Colonel Ford set out on July 19 with his 1,500 men for 

27 
Brownsville, one hundred miles down the river road. 

On June 22, at the Ebonal ranch, scene of the old Heintzelman-

Cortina fight, the first Uhion opposition was encountered. Too ill to 

mount without aid. Ford placed half his command in reserve and led the 

other half forward. The failure of his encircling party to penetrate 

the chaparral before the main assault permitted the Federal pickets to 

escape after a brief skirmish. Following close upon the heels of the 

Federals to the Brownsville city limits. Ford there regrouped his 

scattered followers in anticipation of a counter-attack. When it failed 

to materialize, he faeed about, detailed the usual rear-guard, and 

led his complement to rejoin his rear echelon. Momentary excitement 

occurred \ ^ n the rear-guard unejcpectedly was fired upon by a small 

Federal reconnaissance party, but \then dark came. Ford abandoned a 

hastily prepared defense and wetit into camp. Next morning he sta

tioned a picket on the Brownsville road and again joined the two eche

lons of the Expeditionary Force in camp at Carricitos ranch, twenty-two 

28 
miles above Brownsville. 

Ford remained two days at Carricitos, awaiting stores from Mata

moros, having outrun his supply line. Governor Cortina, althou^ 

^^ Ford to Slaughter, July 9, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 41, pt. 2, 
p. 1001; Ford, "Memoirs," VI, p. 1099. 

^'^ Ford, "Memoirs," VI, p. 1099. 

^^ M^'9 P« 1102. 
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apparently favoring the Uhion cause, allowed his friends to engage in 

a lucrative trade with the Confederates, provided no goods crossed the 

Rio Grande below Edlnburg. Consequently, the further Ford moved from 

that village, the longer and more exposed became his supply line. 

Under such circumstances, Ford cautiously avoided any chances of having 

his supply route cut by an enemy flanking movement. "That country . . , 

forms a kind of sack, and should the Federals by any sort of management 

have gotten a portion of their force above the Confederates, escape 

30 

would have been extremely difficult, if not impossible." Further

more, Ford had learned that General Herron had been ordered to evacuate 

Brownsville. Thus it appeared that his major objective would be accom

plished without the necessity of hurling his horsemen against the fire 

of entrenched enemy infantry and artillery. 

Unimpeded except for the Ineffectual fire from rival picket 

lines, the Expeditionary Force moved out on July 25 for Brownsville, 

Showalter's Arizonians in the fore, to hasten the Uhion withdrawal. A 

short way above town Colonel Ford halted the command while dismounted 

riflemen went forward to engage the enemy at long range. The princi

pal Texan firing line formed in the depression known as Dead Man's 

Hollow, a half mile outside the western municipal limits. Ford's ad

vance lines drove the Federal defenders into town, but, as he refused 

to move his men inside the range of Union artillery and the Federal 

troops refused to leave its protection, the result was that "A good 

deal of long taw firing was done." Late in the evening, Ford withdrew 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 1015-1016; VI, p. 1101. 

^^ Ibid.. VI, p. 1103. 



313 

to a camp site a short distance up the river. 

Confederates in Matamoros crossed the river to Join the assault 

on their dispossessors. Among those who hiirried to Ford with their 

guns were Dr. Combe and elderly Colonel John M. Swisher, a veteran of 

San Jacinto. Both fearlessly exposed themselves, particularly Swisher, 

who was mounted on a horse belonging to Combe. When a Union shot nar

rowly missed the aged warrior, Combe called out, "Take care, Swisher, 

or you will get my horse killed." 

Unappreciative of Combe's wit, the colonel indignantly splut-

32 
tared, "D-a-m your horse, don't you care if I get killed?" 

For several days, only intermittent firing by dismounted out

posts marked the Federal operations. On the morning of July 30, when 

the Arizonians cautiously approached the town, they found that the 

Union force had gone and that the municipality was in the hands of a 

body of its citizens summoned by one named Cave to preserve order. Sho

walter's reconnaissance of Fort Brown revealed that it too had been 

abandoned by the enemy. A scouting party under Captain W.N. Robinson 

of Giddings' battalion followed the Federal trail, marked by their 

discarded equipment. About fifteen miles below Fort Brown, he caught 

up with the enemy's rear-guard and drove it in on the main body. That 

evening he reported that the Iftiion troops were concentrating on Brazos 

Island. On the last day of the month. Colonel Ford re-established his 

headquarters at Fort Brown, the post he had relinquished more than two 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 1016-1017; VI, p. 1102. 

^^ Ibid., VI, pp. 1102-1103. 
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years earlier. Here Mrs. Ford and their infant daughter soon joined 

him. 

Addle Ford found awaiting her the task of restoring her husband 

to health. The illness which had seized Ford about the time he left 

Ringgold Barracks by now had him too weak to sign his name."^^ Neither 

his memoirs nor any official record indicates its nature, but it pos

sibly was one of a series of recurring attacks of the malady that had 

struck hia when the Rangers first were based at Vergara in 1847. The 

exertions of the expedition with Neighbors in 1849 had brought on an 

attack, and a comment in Bob Cotter's brief letter to Governor Runnels 

at the close of the Canadian River campaign in 1858, stating simply 

that "Capt. Ford is in good health and good spirits," was hardly char-

35 
acteristic of so short a note unless there was specific reason for it. 

The most recent attack to debilitate the determined fighter had been 

that which he experienced about the time of Magruder's official order 

for him to assume command of the Expeditionary Force. 

Showalter, Ford's senior lieutenant colonel, had assumed tempo

rary command of field operations, but he too now claimed illness and 

36 
was replaced on the last day of July by Ford's order to Fisher. 

^^ James H. Fry to Captain W.G. Tobin, August 4, 1864, O.R.. Ser. 
I, Vol. 41, pt. 1, pp. 185-186. Fry was Ford's acting assistant adju
tant general. 

^^ Ibid. During the period of severe illness, orders were signed 

by Fry. 

^5 Cotter to Runnels (n.d.), 1858, G.L. 

^ Special Order No. 110, Ford, General Orders, UDC Museum, In 
view of later developments, it is not amiss to speculate that Showal
ter 's illness was of the kind which may follow too free recourse to 
strong drink. 
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Ineapaeitated though he was. Colonel Ford still controlled the 

situation. From his seek bed he issued, over the signature of his ad

jutant, Captain James H. Fry, a stream of orders designed to consoli

date the Confederate position and to keep a careful watch on Union ac

tivities. He sent Showalter's regiment toward the mouth of the Rio 

Grande to observe Federal operations. Showalter, recovered from his 

brief illness, proceeded to bivouac only six miles from the lAiion con

centration at Brazos Santiago and to open a series of daily outpost 

skirmishes. To this operation, "Old Rip" gave close attention; he was 

somewhat dubious about Showalter, whose liquor-befuddled condition had 

prevented the seizure of the Jnion wagon train as the enemy withdrew 

37 
from Fort Brown. Since the drouth had depleted seriously pasture 

lands around Brownsville in spite of the unusually heavy spring rains, 

Ford had dispersed all but about eighty men to locations where their 

horses could graze and recuperate. Several companies were detailed to 

operate a courier line from Fort Brown to King's ranch, providing the 

colonel with twelve-hour service on communications received there 

38 
through couriers from sub-district headquarters at Houston. 

As his strength returned. Ford opened correspondence with Gen

eral Cortina, thanking him for the consideration he had shown exiled 

Confederates and promising to reciprocate should developments in Mexico 

39 
reverse the general's situation. Now that the Union troops had de-

^7 Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1107-1108. 

^^ Special Order No. 115, Ford, General Orders, UDC Museum. 

^^ Ford to Cortina, August 10, 1864, quoted in Ford, "Memoirs," 
VI, pp. 1110-1111. 
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parted, Cortina had lifted his restrictions on the passage of goods 

over the Rio Grande and apparently was fully in sympathy with the Con

federates. Ford still entertained hopes of purchasing Cortina's artil

lery, since rumors now indicated a major Imperialist effort against 

Matamoros, but Cortina still was undecided as to whether be would run 

or fight. Ford also found It necessary to defend himself to Brigadier 

General Thomas Drayton, temporarily district commander, against the 

complaints of other commanding officers whose men had joined Ford. A 

number of Duff's men had deserted to Mexico, whereupon Magruder had 

promised them pardons if they would return to service. F.W. Latham in 

Matamoros was in charge of arrangements and apparently Informed the 

deserters they might joined any Confederate command they wished. Most 

of them came to Ford, knowing that the Expeditionary Force, because of 

its peculiar composition, would not be assigned to duty outside Texas. 

Men of other commands took advantage of the situation to leave their 

units, saying that they were going to join Ford. Of the latter group, 

he obtained few recruits; most of them simply went home or crossed in-

40 
to Mexico. 

On August 22, on his own authority. Ford assigned Latham the 

duty of Confederate consular representative in Matamoros. Such an 

official had become necessary, for events were shaping that would de

termine whether the Imperialistas or the Juarez people would control 

the lower river. Foreigners in Mexico would need the protection of 

their consuls. Already a French fleet, bearing an Imperialist force. 

^ Ford to Slaughter, July 7, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 41, pt. 2, 
pp. 994-996; Ford, "Memoirs," VI, p. 1115. 

^ Ford to Latham, August 22, 1864, ibid., pt. 3, pp. 910-911. 
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tugged at its anchors off Bagdad (Boca del Rio), the seaport village 

on the Mexican side of the river mouth. Ford sent Fisher and Major 

Waldemar Hyllested, district provost marshal, to Captain A. Veron, the 

French naval commander, on August 24, to learn what would be the French 

attitude toward the Confederacy, particularly regarding Confederates in 

42 
Matamoros. Veron received the emissaries with courtesy and, to Ford's 

delight, assured the colonel that he would see "that all persona and 

Z.3 property covered by the flag of your nation are duly respected." -̂  

Ford jubilantly reported to Major General J.G. Walker, the department 

commander, that Veron's reply was tantamount to French recognition of 

the Confederacy. 

Ford's pleasure at the French cordiality was offset by unpleasant 

developments. Colonel Benavides, who had hopes, apparently with some 

justification, of being promoted to brigadier, began acting in an inde

pendent manner, occasionally countermanding Ford's orders involving the 

disposition of eertain troop units. Ford'F complaints to higher head

quarters were emphatic and explicit, and his communications to Bena-

45 
vides were not intended to promote friendship. Furthermore, the un-

^ Ford to the Officer in Charge of the French Forces on the Rio 
Grande, near Boca del Rio, August 24, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 41, pt. 
2, p . 1089. 

^^ A. Veron to the Colonel Commanding the Confederate Forces on 

the Rio Grande, August 25, 1864, i b M * 

^ Ford to Captain J.£. Dwyer, August 29, 1864, Letter Book, Aug
ust 24, 1864-Deceaber 30, 1864, of John S. Ford, Colonel Commanding Ex
peditionary Force, Museum of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, 
Austin, Texas. Hereafter cited as Ford, Letter Book, UDC Museum. There 
are several of these books for different periods. 

45 Ford to sub-district headquarters (n.d. but likely September 3 
to 6 ) , 1864, Ford, Letter Book, August-December, 1864, UDC Museum; Ford, 
"Memoirs," VI, p . 1126. 
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predictable course of Juan Cortina in the face of the Imperialist threat 

provided a more serious problem. 

Late in August, when a Mexican Imperialist army under General 

Tomas Mejia was moving north toward Matamoros, French troops landed at 

Bagdad and began to skirmish upstream Against Cortina»s outposts. Show-

alter* s men, based at Palmito ranch on the southern edge of Palo Alto 

prairie, showed their unrestrained enthusiasm for the French and their 

thorough dislike for Mexicans by occasional long-range sniping across 

the river at Cortina's men, although Showalter later vehemently denied 

that such had been the case.^ The affair probably was responsible for 

Mexican firing, a few days later, across the river at Ford's men in the 

defensive work of Freeport, on the river just above the Brownsville 

city limits. Cortina, possibly encouraged by an understanding with 

Leonard Pierce, United States consul in Matamoros, and Colonel H^M. Day 

of the Ninety-first Illinois, commanding an estimated 1,200 Federal 

troops on Brazos Island, now assumed a hostile attitude toward the Con

federates. Ford heard a rumor that Cortina had been promised a com

mission as a United States brigadier if he captured Brownsville, an 

operation worth attempting should it become evident that he could not 

47 
hold Matamoros against the Imperialists. Pierce may have assiured 

Cortina that if he crossed to strike at Brownsville from above, Union 

troops at Brazos would move up against Ford. At any rate, with the 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 1022-1023; VI, p. 1125. 

'̂̂  Ibid.. VI, p. 1125; Ford to Dwyer, September 8, 1864, Ford 
Letter Book, August-December, 1864, UDC Museum; Reports of the Com-
mllftee of Investigation, p. 151. The latter source, while sugstan-
tially sound on events, is, due to careless printing, unsafe to rely 
upon for specific dates. 
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net slowly tightening around him, Cortina closed the river traffic to 

the Confederates on September 3 and wheeled artillery pieces into po

sition directly across from Brownsville. 

When he received word from Dr. Combe in Matamoros of Cortina*s 

49 
intentions, "Old Rip" dispatched hurried orders to Showalter to hold 

the lower line if at all possible, at the same time sending George 

50 
Giddings to reinforce him. An estimated six hundred Mexican troops 

with artillery had marched up the Rio Grande to cross and strike down 

at Brownsville along the Rio Grande City road, and Ford was sure that 

if the enemy hit him front and rear, troops from Matamoros would swarm 

across the river. 

On September 6 the Iftiion attack materialized when Day's infantry 

and artillery, behind their thin cavalry screen, moved from Brazos Is

land to the mainland and engaged Showalter at Palmito. When the skir

mishing began, Cortina*s artillery across the river opened a heavy fire 

on the Confederate flank. The Arizonians broke quickly. Ford refused 

to comment on the manner of Showalter'a hasty withdrawal, but Colonel 

51 

Day reported the Confederates as "flying in confusion." Giddings ar

rived in time to rally the broken regiment several miles above Palmito. 

Once too often Dan Showalter had tried to wash away with liquor the 

^ Ford to Dwyer, September 8, 1864, Ford, Letter Book, August-
December, 1864, UDC Museum. 

^9 Combe to Ford, September 5, 1864, 0 ^ , Ser. I, Vol. 41, pt. 

3, p. 912. 

^ Ford to Showalter, September 6, 1864, Ford, Letter Book, Aug
ust- Decp'^ber, 1864, UDC Museum; Ford to Giddings, September 6, 1864, 

ibi^. 

^^ Colonel H.M. Day to Major George B. Drake, September 8, 1864, 
Q,R^, Ser. I, Vol. 41, pt. 1, p. 742. 
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memories of his unfortunate love affair. Ford relieved him of command, 

a move later sustained by Showalter*s court martial, and placed the de

moralized Fourth Arizona under Major F.E. Kavanaugh.^^ Uncertain as 

to Confederate strength and with the road a bog from heavy rains, the 

Uhion force halted at Palmito, where pone Cortina troops joined it. 

Giddings, in overall command after Showalter'e removal, set about or

ganizing a defense line several miles above the federal pickets.^^ 

During the day. Ford had engaged in amateur theatrical activity. 

He had collected no more than three hundred men in Brownsville, but, 

borrowing a leaf from the operations manual of Magruder, he made his 

force appear much stronger by keeping his men continually on the move, 

sometimes in their coats, again, in only shirt sleeves. He himself 

was constantly in view from the Matamoros side, his grizzled, curling 

hair and beard identifying him unmlstakeably to the watching Mexicans. 

As darkness descended, bringing with it a vicious rainstorm more se

vere than those earlier in the year, Ford sent his family to a Browns

ville convent and prepared to repel the anticipated Cortina attack. 

The colonel knew that his men were aware of the desperateness of the 

situation and throughout the stormy night, as he paced impatiently 

in his headquarters, he wondered if they were mentally prepared for 

battle. Shortly before dawn he went to awake them and learn their 

attitude. After arousing the troopers in the nearest of the many 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1158-1159, 1142; V, pp. 1023, 1026-
1027; Ford to Dwyer, September 8, 1864, Ford, Letter Book, August-
December, 18649 UDC Museum. 

" Brigadier General Thomao F. Drayton to district headquarters, 
September 21, 1864, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. a , pt. 3, pp. 946-947. 
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adobe huts which housed his command, he stepped back into the darkness 

to witness their reaction. It came, prompt and decisive. A weathered 

ex-mountain man sprang from his blankets, slapped his chest while emit

ting the defiant rooster crow of his breed, and bawled, "Hurra boys, 

by G-o-d, Old Rip is going to fight." This display "had more effect 

on Old Rip than a burst of eloquence could have produced. He knew his 

boys were all right and would fight." The uncharacteristic pessimism 

whieh had enveloped the usually dauntless commander vanished as he went 

to summon the rest of his men. 

Dawn came, but not the anticipated attack. The rolling river, 

at high flood stage above Brownsville, had discouraged the Mexican in

tention to cross. Had the dynamic Cortina led the complement an effort 

might have been made, but the general hesitated to leave the Matamoros 

garrison after his ranking colones, Servando Canales, had flatly re

fused to lead his regiment against Ford, his good friend since the 

days of the Plan of La Loba. 

Not yet aware of Canales' stand. Ford, on the next day, Septem

ber 8, directed a sharp note to Cortina, demanding an explanation of 

55 
his hostile conduct. Cortina*s reply was evasive, '̂  but the cannon 

which had pointed so ominously toward the Confederates from across the 

river shortly disappeared. Apparently Cortina, unable to rely on Ca

nales* support, had abandoned his plan to capture Brownsville. Ford 

thus was able to direct his attention to the situation down the river. 

Giddings' now a colonel since his original company had recruited to 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 1024; VI, pp. 1129-1130. 

^^ IkM-f VI, pp. 1130-1131. 
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greater than battalion strength, took command of the advanced forces. 

When a scouting report informed him that the Union troops were moving 

up, he advised Ford on the morning of September 9 that he was marching 

down to meet the enemy. In forwarding Giddings' report, Ford wrote 

that he himself was preparing to defend Brownsville, in case of Gid

dings* repulse, "until the last brick is knocked from its place."^^ 

At Palo Alto prairie, early in the afternoon, Giddings sent some two 

hundred Confederates in a charge against the enemy's right flank. 

The Federals retired about eight miles, leaving arms, equipment, and 

casualties "by dozens" on the field. Giddings then sent an encircling 

force northward through the chaparral to pin down the Union right rear 

while he led his main attack against the center. The Confederate 

charge opened a two-hour fight that ended when Giddings withdrew at 

sundown with the intention of renewing the attack early the next morn

ing. However, the delayed arrival of his ammunition supply detained 

him until the Federals had retreated down river to Palmito, where he 

caught up with their picket line at sundown on September 10. On the 

next morning, his reconnaissance force skirmished with the Federal 

rear-guard below Palmito, but he deeided against a major attack be

cause his main force would be exposed to the deadly fire of the enemy 

artillery while crossing the intervening swampy terrain. 

There was no necessity to attack. Next morning the Iftilon troops 

continued their retreat across the narrow channel to Brazos Santiago, 

where they found safety under the muzzles of their artillery. In his 

5^ Ford to Agent Ross, September 9, 7 p.m., 1864, Ford, Letter 
Book, August-December, 1864, UDC Museum. The addressee is unidenti
fied. 
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subsequent report, Giddings stated that his objective had been success

fully attainedI "The river is now free and open to trade so far as the 

57 
Yankees are concerned." His command had mxftered only a few killed 

and wounded and three missing. Ford estimated the Federal casualties, 

including desertions, at 550 during the operation, a figure possibly 

somewhat exaggerated. Soma of the captured were men of the Exploradores 

del Bravo regiment of Colonel Bcharzetta's corps in Cortina's arny. 

Ujpon being informod by Colonel Day that thoy were United States volun-

58 
teers. Ford treated the >f9xiean captives as prisoners of war. 

Soon after the battle, at the request of the ailing border com

mander. General Drayton temporarily moved his Western Sub-District 

59 

headquarters from Houston to Brownsville, in anticipation of a Fed

eral counter-offensive, but he did not interfere with Ford in his ca

pacity of field commander or in his nagotiations with Cortina, who had 

beeome increasingly more traetable after the Confederate victory. On 

September 23, Cortina requested Ford to meet him on the Maxiean bank 

of the river to discuss a resumption of politieal and coflnercial inter

course between the two governments. When the Texas troops learned that 

Ford had accepted the invitation, they feared treachery and refused to 

allow their colonel to cross the river. "Old Rip" finally won their 

consent by buckling on his two Colts and stationing marksmen in a bulld-

'̂̂  Giddings to Ford, September 16, 1864, quoted in Ford, "Mamoirs," 
VI, pp. 1134-1138. 

^^ Ford to Comnanding Officer U.S. Forces, Brazos Island, Septem
ber 12, 1864; Day to Ford, September 13, 1864, O.R*. Ser. I, Vol. 41, 
pt. 3, p . 947; Ford, "Mamoirs," VI, p. 1142. 

^^ Ford to Ross, September 9, 1864, Ford, Letter Book, August-
December, 1864, UDC Museum. 
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ing directly across from the Matamoros ferry landing, where the meeting 

was to take place. Cortina greeted Ford with the characteristic Mexi

can abrazo. Soon the two commanders had reached an agreement to resume 

their former friendly international relationship. Drayton ratified 

61 
the agreement and then returned to Houston, confident that the border 

was in competent hands. 

Within the week, however, the situation across the Rio Grande 

had changed and the Cortina agreement went for naught. On September 

29, General Majla and his Imperialist troops occupied Matamoros without 

62 

resistance. Cortina unsurprisingly agreed to surrender the city with

out a fight on condition that the Imperialists accept his allegiance, 

and occupy the city %rlth Maxiean troops only. Captain Veron, on behalf 

of the French, agreed to the terms. Ford narrowly escaped internment 

as an active protagonist at the hands of the occupying Imperialist 

force. Having been assured by Cortina that the Imperialists would not 

enter Matamoros until September 30, "Old Rip" was still in the city 

trying to purchase Cortina*s artillery when Mgjla surprisingly entered 

a day ahead of schedule. Ford made a hasty departure for Brownsville. 

Tears afterward he still believed that Cortina misinformed him delib-

63 
erately, hoping that he would be taken into custody. He did not flee 

alone; some of Cortina»s followers also quit Matamoros. Colonels Julian 

^ Ford, ">femoirs," V, pp. 1028-1029; VI, p. 1143. 

^^ Drayton to Cortina, September 23, 1864, O.R., Ser. I, Vol. 41, 
pt. 3, p. 958. 

^2 Day to Drake, October 9, 1864, ibid., pp. 721-722. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1143-1144. 
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Cerda and Mariano Hidalgo and Major Jose Puente refused to go over to 

the Jffptri&^lBUff* T^^y crossed with their commands to Itexas, sold 

their arms to Ford, and were granted sanctuary while awaiting an op

portunity to return to their homeland under more favorable eircum-

64 
stances. 

Now that Ford and his "illegal" command had driven the enemy 

from all the lower valley except Brazos Island, the Confederate govern

ment felt that it was again time to assume direct authority in that 

region. Ford always believed, in view of events in the late months of 

1864, that his coamand was reorganized for purely selfish politieal 

reasons. Certainly his military achievements were beyond logical crit

icism, and his diplomacy, by which both the Liberalistas and the later 

Imperialistas permitted the flow of vital goods to the Confederacy, 

was all that his government could hope for. Nevertheless, late in Oc

tober, Lieutenant Colonel Matt Nolan appeared at Fort Brown with orders 

from distriet headquarters to re-muster into Confederate service the 

men eonposing the regiments of Giddings and one organised by Ford from 

independently recruited companies of conscription-exempt men. Nolan 

was to assign sufficient re-mustered men to Benavides* regiment to 

raise it to brigade proportions, thereby clearing the way for Benavides* 

promotion to brigadier general, a step logical enough to the Confederate 

War Department since the promotion of Benavides might strengthen the 

loyalty of the Mexicans in Confederate ranks. Ford pointed out to Nolan 

that many of his men, after deserting to Msxico, had returned on condi

tion that they might serve only under hia, and that many men in both 

64 Ford, "Mamoirs," VI, pp. 1146-1156. 
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regiments were not subject to conscription nor enlisted for any speci

fied time. He warned Nolan that should he attempt to carry out the 

re-nuster most of these men would refuse, the entire command would be 

disorganized, and the area again be vulnerable to Union occupation. 

Since his orders demanded that the attempt be made, Nolan proceeded to 

Giddings* camp in company with Ford, where he and Ford both explained 

the former*s mission. Convinced by the reaction he received that Ford 

had made an accurate analysis, Nolan made no further attempt to carry 

out his orders. Benavides, however, soon came down to Fort Brown to 

discuss the matter with Ford, but returned to Rio Grande City after 

65 
disclaiming any intention of depleting Ford*s command for his own ends. 

The friction among commanders was allayed somewhat when Brigadier Gen

eral James E. Slaughter arrived at Fort Broim about the first of Novem

ber to establish his headquarters for the Western Sub-District of Texas. 

Slaughter reorganized the sub-district assignments, leaving Ford at 

Brownsville, in charge of the Southern Division, and creating a Western 

Division for the Rio Grande City-Laredo area over which he placed Bena

vides. The Northern Division, including Corpus Christi, became Pyron's 

responsibility. The reorganization was accon^jlished by the end of the 

66 
year. Although the extent of Ford*s jurisdiction had been reduced, 

all efforts had failed to replace the popular commander with a regular

ly commissioned Confederate officer and to muster his men into regular 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VI, pp. 1164-1167. 

^ Abstract of return of WBstern Sub-District of Taxas, Brigadier 
General James E. Slaughter commanding, for the month of December, 1864, 
O.R,. Ser. I, Vol. a , pt. 4, p. 1138; Slaughter to Captain S.D. Yancey, 
January 2, 1865, ibid.. pt. 1, pp. 1311-1312. 
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Confederate service. Not only was his to be the last voice of Confeder

ate authority on the Rio Grande; his was to be the victory in the last 

battle of the war to maintain the Southern Confederacy. 

With routine now principally confined to one of administration. 

Ford quickly established cordial relations with Majia, whose character 

he greatly admired, for the stocky Indian was as amenable to Confederate 

overtures as Cortina had been. Ford's own sympathies in Maxiean affairs 

lay with Juarez, as was consistent with a life-long hatred of autocracy 

and a firm adherence to the principle of govermaent by the consent of 

the governed. His offieial attitude, however, was dictated by the ne

cessities of the Confederacy, and to that end he condueted his negotia

tions with admirable success. 

The Union forces at Brazos Santiago no longer offered more than 

an occasional brisk skirmish, although the stalemate at the river mouth 

had developed into a tense situation. When Conimedore Raphael Semmes, 

the John Paul Jones of the Confederacy, appeared at Brownsville on his 

circuitous way to Richmond, Ford*s characteristic prudence saw that the 

67 
commodore rode northward with no less than a twenty-trooper escort. 

The tension eased, however, in the spring of 1865 by an unusual agree

ment which effectively took the lower Rio Grande area out of the Civil 

War. 

The pact grew out of the mixed ambitions of the Indiana politi

cian, editor, author, and major general of volunteers. Lew \fellace. 

Shunted from field service after dilatory tactics at Shlloh, he later 

had been appointed commander of the Middle Department, with headquarters 

"̂7 Special Order No. 169, Ford, General Orders, UDC Museum. 

file:///fellace
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in Baltimore, because Lincoln needed his political support. Anxious to 

regain the public eye and interested in >fexico since I%xican War days, 

Wallace saw in the Maximilian-Juarez struggle and the Confederate re-

occupation of the Rio Grande valley an opportunity suited to his ambi

tions. He would, given enough latitude, restore lower Texas to the 

Union and, at the same time, provide for Juarez a combined Union-Con

federate foree which would drive the Imperial troops from northern 

MBXICO. By the beginning of 1865, he apparently had communicated his 

plan to General Grant, but became more insistent in the middle of Jan

uary upon the arrival in Baltimore from Matamoros of an old Indiana 

friend, S.S. Brown. On January 14# Wallace wrote to Grant, explaining 

the situation at Matamoros and Brownsville as Browi had pictured it and 

suggesting that, under the pretext of making a tour of inspection, he be 

68 
sent to attenpt negotiations with the Confederates and Liberalistas. 

With the approval of President Lincoln and Secretary of State William 

H. Seward, Grant on January 22 issued the order which sent Wallace off 

69 

on his mission. 

After some delay occasioned by transportation connections, Wal

lace reported to Grant exactly a month later from New Orleans. IMon 

officers at that place had informed him, he wrote optimiatically, that 

morale and discipline were low among the Texans on the lower Rio Grande, 
70 

and that they were anxious for the war to end, 3y March 6, Wallace 

^^ Wallace to Grant, January 14» 1865, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 43, pt. 
1, p. 512. 

^^ Special Order No. 16, ibid.. Vol. 46, pt. 2, p. 201. 

'̂ ° Wallace to Grant, February 22, 1865, ibid.. Vol. 43, pt. 1, 
pp. 937-938. 
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was at Brazos Santiago, from where he had sent a civilian deputy, 

Charles Worthington, to Matamoros to negotiate with Slaughter. Worth-

ington officially requested Slaughter to agree to discuss with Wallace, 

under a flag of truce, the rendition of criminals. He reported that 

his real mission, that of obtaining Slaughter's agreement to discuss 

71 
"other matters," was successful. Consequently, on March 11, Wallace 

and Worthington met Slaughter and Ford at Point Isabel, across a nar

row strait from Brazos Island, The tents and some |600 worth of re

freshments which Wallace brought along may have contributed to the 

amity and concord in the conference that extended late into the next 

72 

afternoon. Wallace later wrote his wife that if his Indiana con

stituents could have seen him and Slaughter "lie down to sleep upon 

the same blanket, as quietly as two children in the same little bed, I 

fear my character for loyalty would be forever lost — certainly I 
73 

could never get to Congress from the 8th Judicial District." 

The proposal presented by Wallace was designed to take the Con

federate Trans-Mississippi Department out of the war. If the Confeder

ates would cease opposition to the Union government and take an oath 

of allegiance to the United States, they would be granted full amnesty. 

Those who chose not to take the oath would be permitted to emigrate, 

with no interference, to any country they might choose. There would be 

no interference with private property legally held at the beginning of 

'^^ Worthington to Wallace, March 7, 1865, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 43, 
pt. 1, p. 1279. 

'̂^ Wallace to Grant, March 14, 1865, ibid., pp. 1276-1279. 

'^^ Ouoted in Irving McKee, "^n-Hur" Wallace, the Life of Gen-
r̂..i ^^w Wallace (Berkeley, 1947), p. 93. Hereafter cited as McKee, 

Wallsfie-
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the war, except that the final disposition of slave property would be 

at the discretion of the United States government .'̂ ^ 

The proposals made no mention of Confederate arms, probably be

cause they would play an Important part in the Mexican project which 

Wallace now proceeded to outline to the Confederates and to which he 

found them fully receptive. He explained to them that military aid 

could not be dispatched to Juarez until Texas had been pacified. 

Slaughter felt that the best way for former Confederates to as8\u*e 

themselves of a welcome return to the Union would be to come dragging 

behind them a group of conquered Mexiean states. Ford offered no 

opinion on that idea but must have seen that once the war had ended 

the hope of French recognition for the Confederacy would be irrelevant 

and that, no longer required to maintain a pretense, he could throw 

himself whole-heartedly into a struggle for democratic principles. 

Privately, Ford told Wallace that he suspected Klrby Smith of negoti

ating with Maximilian, possibly with a view to Imperial annexation of 

Texas. What, Wallace queried, would be Ford*s attitude in the event 

of such a development. Without hesitation came "Old Rip"*8 answer. 

Should such an attempt be made, he would lead a counter-revolution 

75 
against Smith. 

Wallace made it clear to Ford and Slaughter that he had no of

ficial authority to make his offer, but was confident that his govern

ment would find such an agreement acceptable. He made the offer con-

74 O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 43, pt. 1, pp. 1280-1282. 

^^ Wallace to Grant, inarch 14, 1865, ibid., pp. 1166-1167. More 
details of the scheme were explained privately to Ford by Wallace. The 
two held several conferences on the matter, of which Slaughter apparent
ly knew nothing. 
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fidently, inasmuch as Lincoln, Seward, and Grant all had given unoffi

cial sanction to his mission. According to Wallace, the Confederate 

commanders were anxious to find some basis on which, with honor, they 

could withdraw from the war, end consequently showed deep Interest in 

his proposal. 

Very e^rly in the interview I made up my mind that both Gen
eral Slaughter and Colonel Ford were not only willing but 
anxious to find some ground upon which they could honorably 
get from under a failing Confederacy. In justice to them, I 
will add that both went into the rebellion reluctantly. I 
will say further that General Slaughter placed his disposi
tions to bring about an accom :odation upon grounds of human
ity and an unwillingness to see his State invaded and ruined 
and the war decline into guerrilla murders. He and Ford in
sisted that they could procrastinate the final result indef
initely, but at the same time frankly admitted that if that 
were done the North would ultimately conquer the South as a 
desert. lAfhen I urged that in the present situation of the 
war west of the Miasisslppi that they could not reasonably 
hope for assistance from Richmond and their eastern armies; 
that they were practically isolated; that as a consequence 
their highest obligations were to their Trans-Mississippi 
army and citizens, whose honor and welfare they were charged 
with and alone bound to regard, they agreed with me without 
hesitation and asked me to give them such propositions as 
would cover those objects and at the same time be likely to 
prove acceptable to our government. . . .76 

It was agreed that Ford immediately should carry the proposi

tions to General E. Klrby Smith, commanding the Trans-Mississippi De

partment. Ford was to go first to Galveston, where he would be joined 

by Wallace and E.J. Davis, now a Union brigadier general. The three 

then would seek an interview with Smith. The optimistic Wallace wrote 

Grant that his propositions ultimately would be accepted, particularly 

because of the co-operation of Ford, who was, he believed, "politically 

'^^ Wallace to Grant, March 14, 1865, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 43, pt. 
1, PP- 1276-1279. 
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the most influential Confederate soldier in Texas."'^ 

For reasons the official records do not reveal. Slaughter sud

denly absented himself, leaving Ford in command and thus making it im

possible for the colonel to carry Wallace's proposal? to Smith's 

78 
headquarters. Ford forwarded the pospositions "under the seal of 

secrecy" by Colonel Fairfax Gray. When they reached the district 

headquarters of Major General J.G. Walker, that officer ignored the 

fact that they were for Smith's eyes, opened them, made them public, 

and sent reproving letters not only to Ford and Slaughter but to Wal

lace as well. Walker wondered that on officer of Wallace's rank should 

"be reduced to the necessity of seeking an obscure corner of the Con-

79 

federacy to inaugurate negotiations." Wallace, sincere in his ef

fort and stung by the comment, retorted that he doubted that "accident 

or policy has located all the sane men of your Confederacy in its ob

scure corners," and requested that the proposals be forwarded to their 

80 
original destination. But, as Wallace commented to Grant, Walker 

belonged to the "last ditch school," and with the acrimonious exchange 

of correspondence, the ambitious peace negotiator's mission came to a 

close. He abandoned his waiting outside Galveston harbor, returned to 

Baltimore, and there, on April 18, wrote his final report to Grant, 

'^ Wallace to Grant, March 14, 1865, O.R., Ser. I, Vol. 43, pt. 

1, pp. 1276-1279. 

'^ Ford to Wallace, March 19, 1865, ibid., pt. 2, p. 459. 

'^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1181; Walker to Wallace, March 27, 
1865, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 43, pt. 1, pp. 1275-1276. 

^ Wallace to Walker, April 2, 1865, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 43, pt. 
2, p. 462. 
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admitting his failure and, recalling the thicket of masts he had seen 

behind the Galveston breakwater, implying that Walker was making too 

great a personal profit from the blockade-runners to wish for a ces-

81 
sation of hostilities. 

Although reporting immediately after the interviews that he sus

pected Wallace of trying to divide the Confederacy, Ford observed much 

later that the South should have accepted the proposals. 

The suggestion of Gen. Wallace that the armies should not be 
disbanded until after a formal treaty of peace had been conclud
ed and ratified was a true one. The days of reconstruction as 
things occurred in the South, were terrible proofs of the evils 
arising from the contrary source. . , . Better it would have 
been for the Confederate States to have accepted the terms pro^ 
posed by Gen. Wallace than to have disbanded its armies, sur- ^ 
rendered at discretion, and become the prey of unprincipled men. 

In the course of the Point Isabel conversations, Wallace inci

dentally remarked that since the outcome of the war could not possibly 

be altered by military operations along the Rio Grande, he was of the 

opinion that hostilities in the area should cease by mutual agreement. 

The two Confederate officers concurred. For the next two months, the 

rival commanders respected the agreement, allowing a'feo man's land" 

8A 
between them in the vicinity of Palo Alto prairie and Palmito. ̂  On 

May 12, however, almost five weeks after the capitulation of the Army 

^^ Wallace to Grant, April 18, 1865, O.R., Ser. I, Vol. 43, pt. 
2, pp. 457-458. 

Ford to Captain L.G. Aldrich, March 13, 1865, Ford, "Memoirs," 
VII, pp. 1174-1180. 

^^ Ibid., pp. 1185-1186. 

^^ Ibid., pp. 1180-1181, 1189. 
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of Northern Virginia, the opposing forces clashed at Palmito ranch in 

the final battle of the long and bloody war. 

At that time. Colonel Theodore H. Barrett temporarily commanded 

the Brazos garrison. In addition to his own regiment, the Sixty-second 

Colored Infantry, his command consisted of the Thirty-fourth Indiana, 

the Morton Rifles (a New York regiment), several dismounted companies 

of Colonel John L. Haynes' Texas Cavalry, made up largely of deserters 

from the Confederate ranks, and several artillery companies. Barrett, 

having seen little if any combat service, was overcome by a gnawing 

ambition to achieve fame and glory. During the absence of Brigadier 

General E.B. Brown, the post commander, Barrett requested permission 

to make a demonstration against the Confederates at Brownsville, but 

was emphatieally refused by department headquarters. Ignoring the ad

vice of Lieutenant Colonel David Branson of the Indiana regiment. Bar

ge 

rett resolved to attack Ford's command. 

On the morning of May 12, Barrett ordered his colored infantry 

forward. At dusk they were halted at Palmito by Giddings' regiment, 

whose resistance had been organized by the senior captain, W.N. Rob-

86 

inson, commanding while Giddings was on leave. When a hard-riding 

trooper galloped into Fort Brown with the news, just at nightfall, 

"Old Rip" hastily dispatched messengers to call in his cavalry com

panies which had been scattered so their mounts could graze. While 

his couriers sped through the night. Ford sat down to supper with 

New York Times. June 18, 1865. The cited material forms part 
of a letter written by a quartermaster officer of the Thirty-fourth 
Indiana. 

°° Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1190, 
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Slaughter, intending to explain his plans to his superior officer. Be

fore he could do so, he was dismayed to learn that Slaughter already 

had seized every vehicle he could find, had loaded his personal effects, 

and had decided to order a general retreat. "Rip" Ford's blue eyes 

gleamed indignantly across the table as he issued his fiat to the de

moralized generals "You can retreat and go to hell if you wish. These 

are my men and I am going to fight." 

Ford's artillery horses were grazing some twenty miles up the 

river from Fort Brown, but by eleven o'clock next morning the rattling, 

jouncing caissons spun onto the Fort Brown parade ground, whereupon 

the colonel and his cavalry mounted and moved out. Four hours of 

marching brought Ford to a point about four miles above Palmito, where 

he found Giddings* men slowly retreating before the heavy fire of the 

strong Federal skirmish line. Concealing his mounted men in a clump 

of timber. Ford waited until Giddings* dismounted riflemen had drawn 

the Union skirmishers far ahead of their main body. Then he sent Rob

inson against the Federal left flank, while two other companies pressed 

their right and the six Confederate field pieces opened a devastating 

blast. 

As balls from the Union Springfields sang through the thickets 

around him, "Old Rip" addressed his impatient Texans. "Men, we have 

whipped the enemy in all previous fights. We can do it again." The 

troopers answered with a lusty cheer. Ford bawled "Charge," and, with 

^ Ford, 'llemoirs," VII, p. 1190. 

^^ New York Times. June 18, 1865. 
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his three hundred horsemen, swept in to cut off the Federal sklrmlsh-

89 

ers. Over the deep roar of their galloping advance shrilled the Tex

as yell, "the earnest voice of every man to every other one in the line 

for united action to gather as one man. Such a yell exploded on the 

air, and coalescing into one combined sound, has been distinctly heard 

three miles across the prairie, over the reports of the musketry and 

90 
cannon of the raging battle." 

The Federal skirmish line had advanced too far from its support 

91 
when halted by the disastrous fire of Ford's battery. Through it 

plunged Ford's charge, riding down the experienced Indiana and New York 

infantry and taking prisoners by the score. Colonel Barrett, who had 

marched all ni^t with the Indiana troops to take command in person, 

departed precipitately without ordering his skirmishers to retreat, al-

92 
though he recalled the rest of his force. Three times, throughout 

the seven-mile retreat to the protection of their guns at Boca Chica 

point on Brazos Island, the Union troops made temporary stands, and 

thrice "Old Rip"*s bellowing cannon sped them on their way anew while 

the horsemen stormed their rear. With dusk near, Ford called off the 

pursuit as the remnants of the shattered Federal command splashed across 

^ Quoted in John Henry Brown, History of Texas (2 vols.; 1893), 
II, pp. 435-436. 

^ Ibid.: O.M. Roberts, "History of the War in Texas, 1861-1865," 
unpublished MS, Roberts papers. Barker Center, U.T. 

^^ New York Times. June 18, 1865. 

^^ Ibid. Barrett later preferred charges against the lieutenant 
colonel of the Morton Rifles, who commanded the skirmish line. That of
ficer, a certain Worrison, was exonerated of misconduct by a court mar
tial for which Ford crossed from Mexico to testify. 



337 

93 
the inlet to Brazos. 

As an anti-climax. General Slaughter now came spurring at the 

head of Captain W.H.D. Carrington's battalion, having been detained, 

Ford later learned, by the threat of a Cortina attack on Brownsville. 

Finding that Ford flatly refused to continue a profitless pursuit. 

Slaughter led the battalion on to Boca Chica strait, where, to Car-

ringtcm's amaiement and probable disgust, the vainglorious general 

rode into the slough and emptied his pistol at the retreating Fed-

erals, three hundred yards away. 

To avoid a possible Union surprise attempt, Ford withdrew his 

men to a bivouac ten miles below Fort Brown. Then he summed up the re

sults of the fight. Considering the magnitude of the encounter, his 

own casualties were negligible. He had no dead. Of Giddings' regi

ment, longest under fire, there were seven wounded, only one serious

ly. There were even fewer casualties among the men "Old Rip" had led 

into battle. By contrast, the Federal units had suffered heavily, the 

Thirty-fourth Indiana alone losing 220 of its complement of 300. Ford 

had captured 111 enlisted men and four officers, all of whom he paroled 

qe 

and permitted to return to their garrison.^"^ One trophy which the Tex

ans proudly displayed was the regimental flag of the Indianians. 

^^ New York Times. June 18, 1865; Ford, "Memoirs," V, pp. 1031-
1033; Brown, History of Texas. II, pp. 431-436. Brown quotes Carring
ton' s account of the battle. 

^^ Brown, History of Texas. II, pp. 431-436. 

^^ New York Times. June 18, 1865; Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 1033; 
V H , pp. 1196-1197. Some of the prisoners proved to be Union men who 
had been among those hiding out from conscription in the hills near 
Austin two years earlier. 
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Their color sergeant, in the last stages of the retreat, had wrapped 

the flag around himself and plunged into the slough. Killed as he swam, 

he sank to the bottom, from where a Texan dragged the body and returned 

96 
with the flag. 

Several days after the battle, Ford received from General Brown 

at Brazos Island information that the Confederacy east of the Missis

sippi had collapsed, and that the war was, in effect, at an end. "Old 

Rip" at first expressed pointed disbelief, but when examination revealed 

the reports irrefutable, he vented an impressive oratorical outburst of 

lyric profanity. As little by little a realization of the absurdity of 

the situation came over him, his expletives died away, to be replaced by 

97 
a ringing roar of laughter. Yet, until Klrby Smith, at the head of 

the Trane-Mlssissippi Department, should capitulate, he would remain 

faithful to his trusteeship of the Rio Grande valley. 

Peace again descended along the river, and with it an exchange of 

courtesies. A few days after the battle a half dozen Union officers 

came to pay a friendly call, one of whom Ford took home and refreshed 

with a glass of egg-nog. As the visiting major smacked his lips over 

the welcome beverage, he commented, "If my wife knew I was at the house 

of a Confederate colonel, and accepting his friendly hospitality, she 

would be so mad she would hardly speak to me." To provide his visitors 

further entertainment, and also to cause consternation among the French 

^^ New York Times. June 18, 1865. It was probably this flag 
which Ford later took to display over his house in Matamoros, for pro
teetion. 

^ Hobart Huson, Refugio. A Comprehensive History of Refugio 
nmmtv from Aboriginal Times to 1955 (2 volsT; Hoodsboro, Texas), II. 
p. 119. 
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over the river, against whom he probably retained some resentment be

cause of their government's failure to recognize and aid the Confeder

acy, Ford and his adjutant. Captain Dix, arranged a visit to Matamoros 

for their congenial enemies. One Sunday morning, when Ford knew that 

Mejia had scheduled a formal review of his Imperial troops, the mixed 

group of Americans crossed to the Mexican bank of the Rio Grande. 

Stationing themselves across the plaza from Mejia's reviewing position, 

they watched the Mexicans march by. To Ford's amusement, as each rank 

passed, the soldiers craned to gaze at the mingled knot of blue and 

gray uniforms, the ranks consequently assuming the form of an arc rath

er than retaining their proper straight alignment. At the conclusion 

of the review, '»01d Rip" took his guests to breakfast, deliberately 

selecting the restaurant operated by John Clinch, where Ford knew the 

French officers habitiially dined. Calling for a room in the rear of 

the French dining-room, he coolly led his guests past the French, who 

sprang to their feet in amazed wonder to see the American enemies in 

friendly concourse. The buzzing which arose indicated that Ford had 

sprung a signal diplomatic surprise. The French, feeling secure from 

United States Interference while the American Civil IVar continued, be

sieged Ford upon his exit, to learn the implications of his visit. 

Inwardly delighted, the bronzed colonel only increased their confusion 

by blandly assuring them that the situation was still unchanged — he 

, 98 
merely was entertaining a few friends. 

In tVe brief time remaining to the Confederacy on the lower Rio 

Grande, Ford and Slaughter took positions widely separated concerning 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, pp. 1197-1199. 
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what the future course should be. Slaughter and a few adherents desir

ed to resist to the last and then cross over to join the Imperialists, 

a course they eventually pursued. Ford and most of his men, other con

siderations apart, favored the Juarez government and hoped for an early 

peace which woiad permit them to participate with Uhion troops in an 

effort to drive out Maximilian*s forces. This much General Brown learned 

through offieial correspondence with Slaughter and secret correspondence 

99 
with Ford. By late May, even Slaughter recognized the inevitable and 

took steps to extricate himself as advantageously personally as possible. 

He was on excellent terms with Mejia, who had offered to send his lan-

oers across the river in civilian clothes on May 12 to help Slaughter 

defend Brownsville. Now that the war was over. Slaughter transported 

his artillery over to Matamoros and sold it to Mejia. Almost immediate

ly. Ford and his men learned of the transaction. They seized and incar

cerated Slau^^ter, and kept him confined until he negotiated the trans

fer of some $20,000 in silver to "Old Rip", who then released him and 

distributed the money among the Texans, most of whose pay was in arrears 

for more than a year. Ford himself retained $4,000 as his own pay, 

an amount he felt that was actually due him. On May 26, 1865, by 

virtue of Slaughter* s last order (Special Order No. 10), the command 

was transferred to Ford, who thus became the final Confederate authority 

^ Brown to department headquarters. May 23, 1865, O.R.. Ser. I, 
Vol. 43, pt. 2, pp. 564-565. 

^ ^ Sheridan to Grant, June 8, 1865, June 9, 1865, June 10, 1865, 
ibid., pp. 727-728, 813-814, 827-828, 841; Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 1211; 
Ww» York Times. June 18, 1865. 

^ ° ^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1211. 
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on the lower river. On the same day, with his men drifting away to 

their homes or crossing the river with him, John Ford took his family 

to Matamoros, where, with Mejia*s consent, he had rented a house.^^^ 

Ford's last official act for the Confederacy came with the sur

render of Klrby Smith and the Trans-Mississippi Department. Smith capi

tulated on June 2, and on that day Magruder, comma.nding the District 

of Texas, designated Ford to be one of the officers to arrange with 

Union occupation commanders the paroles of ex-Confederates. The 

Union commander at Brownsville was General Frederick Steele. Through 

the able liaison of Lieutenant Richard Strong of Steele * s staff, a 

cousin of Mrs. Ford, a friendly relationship between Steele and Ford 

quickly sprang up, and "Old Rip" was able to return to carry out his 

last assignment. Conscientiously he worked at the task, arranging for 

the paroles of many refugees in Matamoros, Including Richard King, Mif-

105 
flin Kenedy, and Major Blucher. 

Ford's own parole, listing his home as Austin, became effective 

on July 18, 1865, but he did not immediately take advantage of it. 

^^^ Slaughter, unnumbered Special Order, May 26, 1865, Ford, Gen
eral Orders, UDC Museum. 

^^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V n , p. 1212. Mejia supported Ford in re
sisting the demands of a French officer that the house be surrendered 
for troop use. 

^^^ Magruder, unnumbered order, June 2, 1865, O.R.. Ser. I, Vol. 
43, pt. 2, pp. 727-728. 

^^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1214. Blucher had been in Matamoros 
since the preceding fall, having been dismissed as chief of staff by 
Ford for drunkenness on September 30, I864. Ford, Letter Book, August-
December, I864, UDC Museum. 

106 ŷ ar Department, Ford Records. 
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For more than a month after his task ended, he remained in Matamoros, 

analyzing his situation. The final decision was characteristic of the 

man. Klrby Smith and Slaughter might go south for sanctuary, but John 

Ford believed that the demands of honor dictated that he share the post

war problems of the men who had followed willingly where he led. Dis

satisfied though he was with the result of the war, Ford could see no 

107 
future for Southerners in a foreign land. Abandoning his earlier 

impulse to make his emigration permanent, he settled down in Browns

ville in the autumn of 1865 and began to search for threads which he 

might weave into a post-war career. 

^ ^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, pp. 1213-1214. 



CHAPTER X 

VARIED SERVICES IN TROUBLED TIMES 

When the Civil War ended, John S. Ford appeared to be in hope

less circumstances. Two years of campaigning had left him too broken 

in health to earn a living, and the Mexican silver dollars which he had 

taken as his pay rapidly vanished, leaving him with no means to shelter 

and sustain his family, Richard King, however, came secretly to his 

rescue. In appreciation of "Old Rip"'s services. King, concealing his 

actions, paid the ex-colonel's rent and for two years deposited to his 

bank credit $250 monthly. 

When Ford had recovered sufficiently to work, he found an oppor

tunity to put his military abilities to financial gain. Carbajal, who 

had been in New York negotiating with Lew ?.allace for a military force 

to go to Juarez' aid under the guise of a colonization scheme, returned 

to Brownsville in the spring of 1866. In May, he opened negotiations 

with General Tomas Mejia in Matamoros, who wished to withdraw since anti-

Maximilian sentiment was increasing^ Upon the promise that he could 

march out with the honors of war, Mejia evacuated his Imperialist troops 

from the city on June 2, 1866. Carbajal moved in immediately and pro

claimed himself the legitimate military governor. Realizing that his 

position was precarious, he turned to his ex-brigadier of fifteen years 

past for help. He remembered that when Ford called for volunteers, eager 

Texans seemed to spring from the very earth. Accordingly, he preferred 

Ford the rank of brigadier, if "Old Rip" would join him with one of his 

^ Lea, The King Ranch. II, pp. 241-242. 
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characteristie fighting units. 

Ford was willing, provided he could obtain official permission 

to cross into Mexico. He asked consent from Major General Philip H. 

Sheridan, who had established his headquarters at Fort Brown, prepar

ing to move against Napoleon Ill's French troops if they stayed in Mex

ico. After hearing Ford's proposal, Sheridan replied that he was not 

in favor of permitting those with unfriendly sentiments toward the 

United States to go abroad. Ford told the general that he had no in

tention of enlisting any man inimical to United States interests or 

disloyal in sentiment, but that Sheridan had no right to expect that 

men who had been defeated in a great war should be satisfied with their 

defeat. Permission for the project was extracted when, at the end of 

Ford's guileless statement, the famous cavalryman grudgingly grumbled, 

3 
"Well, go long. I suppose you will do right." 

With more than a hundred rapidly-assembled adventurers. Ford 

crossed the Rio Grande, taking his men into garrison duty at one of 

the small forts forming the Matamoros defense perimeter. Difficulties 

of an unanticipated nature soon arose. On August 12, while Ford was at 

Carbajal's headquarters visiting with Lew Wallace, the general burst in 

to inform them that a counter-revolution had broken out. Ford stepped 

into the street, hailed a carriage, and rattled speedily away to his 

fort. Carbajal quickly sought sanctuary in Brownsville. The revo

lutionists, who had pronounced for Servando Canales, Carbajal's foster 

son, seized the confused Wallace but released him at the end of the 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1217. 

^ Ibid., pp. 1217-ia8. 
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two-hour, bloodless uprising. 

Ford feared an attack from the Mexican troops, who resented Car

bajal' s favoritism toward the Texans. Instead, there came a deuptation 

requesting that he confer with Canales. When the two old friends sat 

down to discuss the situation and Ford learned that Canales intended 

to adhere to the Juarez government, he readily accepted the position of 

brigadier with the new Matamoros administration, a change of allegiance 

most confusing to his Austin acquaintances. 

The situation actually was more complicated than either Canales 

or Ford realized at the time. The Juarez government, displeased by the 

liberal terms Carbajal had granted Mejia, on August 5 had ordered Sant

iago Tapia to replace the old general. When news of Tapia's appoint

ment finally reached Matamoros on October 2, Canales refused to honor 

it. His refusal to relinquish his command placed Ford and his Texans 

in a compromising position. If they continued under Canales, they 

would be forced to fight against those whom they had sworn to support. 

The Texans informed Ford that they intended to liberate a Juarez emis

sary who had been imprisoned by Canales. After conferring with his of

ficers on board a st̂ âmer converted by Carbajal into a gun-boat, Ford 

agreed to an attack on Canales headq̂  arters, on the main plaza. 

Ford was again ill and did not lead his men into battle. The at

tack was a night operation, ending in failure after a great deal of wild, 

harmless firing. After their repulse, the Texans crossed to the American 

^ HcKee, Wallace, p. 105; Bancroft, Works. XIV, pp. 252-255. 

5 Southern Intelligencer (Austin), September 6, 1866; Ford, "Mem

oirs," VII, p. ia9. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1220. 
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bank, and, like their commander, went to their homes, content to let 

the Mexican rivals find their own solution to the border command ques-

Uon. To his indignation. Ford learned that the attempt against Canales 

was seen in Austin as a free-booter's attempt to plunder the Matamoros 

treasury for the pay promised but never issued to the Texans. 

The doings of General Ford and Admiral Osbom ^ . S . Osbos/j 
the one commanding an army of 175 Americans and 13 Mexicans, 
and the other a gunboat, manned by eight as gallant tars as 
ever drank rum, are notorious. They were to capture Matamoros, 
seize the treasury, and pay themselves the wages due. It is 
not to be supposed that if successful, they would have been 
careful to return the odd change that might have been left over. 
A terrific storm arose, which drove the gunboat to the American 
side, where her gallant crew got drunk as princes. The navy 
was drunk, and Ford had to abandon his undertaking. Canales 
got out his cannon and threatened, although the boat was in 
sanctuary on the American side. Thereupon the brave Admiral 
siurrendered her to the American authorities, by whom she is 
retained a subject for litigation.7 

After this episode, his last militant participation in Mexican 

frontier affairs, Ford put his capacities to use in his own community. 

He served for a time as assistant to Somers Kinney, editor of the Browns

ville Ranchero. later transferring his services to the rival Courier. 

During the winter of 1866-1867, he served as foreman of the federal 

grand jury. He was on good terms with Generals Frederick Steele, Alex

ander McCook, and Henry Glitz, successive commanders of the United States 

troops at Fort Brown, and placed his invaluable knowledge of the border 

at their disposal. iVhen his health permitted, he served as guide for 

the cavalry companies which patrolled continually in an attempt to halt 

the tremendous wave of cattle-stealing which plagued the border. Final-

7 

Ford, "Memoirs," VII, pp. 1221-1227. 

Flake's Daily Galveston Bulletin. October 26, 1866. 

8 
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ly, in 1868, Ford and Jesse E. Dougherty formed a newspaper partner

ship and began to publish the Sentinel, under Ford's editorship. Demo-

cratlc journals suffered under the Radicals. Ford's was a partisan pa

per and, as such, ran into trouble. 

The paper was democratic, opposed to the election of Gen. 
Grant as President of t̂ e United States, the election of Ed
mund J. Davis as governor of Texas, and to all the wild and 
oppressive measures of the Republican party, and other uncon
stitutional heresies they advocated and passed into laws. He 
£For^ was for a time deprived of the right to vote.9 

Ford's situation improved, however, after Congress passed the Amnesty 

Act in Mgy, 1872. As a result, the Democrats returned to power in the 

Texas legislature and be,an setting aside the Radical Republican laws. 

Democratic journals then began unfettered publication. This temporary 

difficulty into which his caustic pen led him is the only instance Ford 

recorded of any personal restriction during the reconstruction period. 

In 1872, Ford's Democratic labors in South Texas resulted in his 

being chosen one of the delegates to the Democratic National Convention 

in Baltimore. On July 9, he sat among those who pledged their support 

to the Liberal Republican standard bearer, Horace Greeley. It must have 

been difficult for one who had helped to organize the Texas Democracy to 

accept the Convention's decision, althou^ his writings ignore his feel

ings in the matter. It is significant of his party devotion that he at

tended the Democratic Convention Instead of being one of the group which 

followed ex-Governor Pease to the Liberal Republican conclave in May in 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1228. 

^^ Ernest William Winkler (ed.). Platforms of Political Parties ̂ n 
Texas. University of Texas Bulletin No. 53 (Austin. 1916). p. 1 ^ . 
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Cincinnati. 

Although politics were a major concern on Ford's in 1872, he was 

also involved in another problem of grave importancej the restoration 

of order and safety for property along the Rio Grande. So greatly had 

Mexican depredations on Texans increased that Congress in that year 

sent a committee to the border to get testimony for a report on the ex

tent of lawlessness. Border residents paraded before the committee 

with their claims for indemnification for stolen property. Ford ap

peared in the procession representing a certain Champinl, a stage-line 

operator and rancher. Champini sought payment not only for 150 goats 

stolen in 1867 but also for what should have been their natural increase 

over a five-year period. When the committee, with the advice of ranch

ers, had derived a formula for determining the reproductive expectancy 

of goats. Ford and Major R.H. Savage of the committee applied the for

mula to ascertain Champini's possible total loss. Alex A. Sweet, who 

left an account of his journey across Texas and who was present at the 

hearing, observed that both men were somewhat dismayed at the enormity 

of the final estimate. Ford, when Savage completed calculating, was 

still scratching his ear and muttering subdued curses. When he thought 

Ford had completed his estimate, Savage asked him for it. "Old Rip"'s 

irritable response was: 

Damn the goats'. . . . they seem to me to multiply in the most 
unreasonable way. Let me see. A goat has three kids in March 
and two in September. Then the March kids have young when they 
are eighteen months old, and by that time — well, in short I 
make it two million five hundred and twenty-one thousand and 

11 Index to Reports of Committees of the House of Representatives^ 
Uth Cong., 1st sess., 1875-1876 (Washington, 1876), p. II. Hereafter 
cited as Index to Reports. 
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eighteen goats. The Lord help usl If figures don't lie, and 
the goat business ain't stopped, in ten years, sir, Texas won't 
hold her goats. 

A German farmer who had just presented a claim for five stolen mules, 

and was still in the room, listened intently to the discussion. He 

turned excitedly to the committee, after Ford's remarks, with a new 

demand: "Schentlemens, I vants natural ingreese on mine modes, by 

tarn'. It was not fair to giff ingreese on der goats, and not on der 

aooles. I vants dot schentlemans vot gounted der goats to poot some 

12 
off dot figuring on mine mooles." 

Although the investigating committee collected considerable evi

dence of crime along the border, no federal action resulted and the 

situation grew increasingly worse. It was, in effect, a continuation 

of the Cortina War of 1859-1860, temporarily interrupted hy the Ameri

can Civil War but now grown to such proportions that neither state nor 

federal officials could control it. The raiders decimated alike the 

herds of the large-scale rancher like Richard King and the stockman 

who owned but a few cows. Murders were commonplace. "Hide-peelers," 

who slaughtered cattle and skinned them on the spot for their hides, 

developed a lucrative business. To check their activities, the state 

appointed cattle and hide inspectors to examine all hides and cattle 

sold and to determine if the skins bore the brand of the seller. Ford 

13 
served as the Inspector for Cameron County, using his position to 

provide the military with inforraation about the activities of the 

^^ Alex E. Sweet and J. Armoy Knox, On a Mexican Mustang Through 
Texas; From the Gulf to the Rio Grande (London, I884), pp. 550-551. 

-̂  Handbook of Texas. I, p. 618. 



350 

raiders. 

In Deeember, Inspector Ford suddenly left Brownsville for Aus

tin, where a new state crisis was in the making. From the time of his 

arrival in Texas, whenever she had faced a critical situation, John S. 

Ford had appeared in the thick of the controversy, whether on the bat

tle-field or in the legislative chamber. The portentous situation was 

surely to develop into a crisis in one, possibly in both areas; Browns

ville was a long way from the seat of trouble. With his old friend 

Jerry Galvan, now a Republican representative, he headed north on a 

Central Railroad train. 

The situation which magnetically drew Ford to the capital was 

the final clash between the Radical Republicans, led by Governor E.J, 

Davis, and the resurgent Texas Democracy. It stemmed from a dispute 

over the constitutionality of the gubernatorial election of 1873. The 

Reconstruction Constitution of 1869 provided that "All elections for 

State, district, and county officers shall be held at the county seats 

of the several counties until otherwise provided by law; and the polls 

shall be opened for four days, from 8 o'clock a.m. until 4 o'clock p.m. 

of each day." When the Thirteenth Legislature (with a Democratic major

ity as a result of the Amnesty Law of 1872) met in January, 1873, it 

repealed the basic laws of the Radical program and enacted its own. 

Basing its authority on the phrase, "until otherwise provided by law," 

in the constitutional article governing elections, the legislature 

changed the election law to provide that each precinct "shall constitute 

an election precinct," and that "cdl elections in this State shall be 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, pp. 1248-1249. 
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held for one day only at each election, and the polls shall be open on 

that day from 8 o'clock A.M. to 6 o'clock P.M." This statute, chang

ing both the place of holding elections and the time during which the 

polls should remain open, was approved by Governor Davis. In May, the 

legislature provided for a general election for state officials to be 

held on December 2, 1873, and in due time Governor Davis issued a proc

lamation calling for the election in accordance with the legislative 

enactments. The Radicals renominated Davis for governor and the Demo

crats, in their first real state convention since the War, nominated 

Richard Coke of Waco. 

The campaign, an all-out contest of strength between the two 

parties, resulted in an overwhelming victory for the Democrats. Davis 

and his supporters then endeavored to have the election invalidated be

cause the pells had been held open for only one day in violation of the 

constitutional requirement that they be kept open for four days. In a 

test case, they brought into court on December 16 Joseph Rodriguez of 

Harris County, who was charged with having voted unlawfully twice in 

the recent election, and sought to show that he had committed no of

fense because the law under which the election had been held was uncon

stitutional. The Radical Reconstruction Court, on January 5, 1874, 

agreed, holding that the statement following the semicolon in the 

above quoted sentence from the Constitution was not in any way quali

fied by the language which immediately preceded it; thus the election 

15 
was null and void. This was the "infamous," "semi-colon" decision. 

^^ Ernest Wallace, "Documents of Texas History," unpublished MS, 
Texas Technological College, Lubbock, Texas; Abner V. McCall, History 
of the Texas Election Laws (Kansas City, Missouri, 1952), pp. XIX-XX; 
Ex parte Rodriguez. 39 Tex. 706 (1873). 
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Davis, thereupon, announced his intention to continue in the governor's 

office, and appealed to President Grant to sustain him by force if ne

cessary. Intending to brook no further frustration at Radical hands, 

the Democrats of Texas ignored the court and Davis' threat, and stream

ed toward the capital to prevent the "Republican despots /from makin|7 

dishonored slaves of thousands of Texians." 

Ford, on arriving in Austin, found the Democrats in a state of 

suspense. They were waiting for Governor Davis to make the first move 

so that they might not be accused of aggressive tactics. When, on Jan

uary 12, 1874, it was learned that Davis had announced that he would 

continue as governor even though Grant had refused his request for fed

eral troops and had advised him to accept majority rule, the members-

elect of the legislature met to decide upon a course of action. On 

the next day, the senators elected John Ireland president pro tem un

til Lieutenant Governor-elect Richard B. Hubbard could be sworn in. 

The House chose Guy M. Bryan as Speaker. This accomplished, a joint 

committee informed the governor that the Fourteenth Legislature was in 

session, although Davis had stated that he would not recognize the new

ly elected body. 

On January 13 and 14, Ford and several of his old friends min

gled among the apprehensive citizens from all parts of the state jam-

17 

ming the state house. On the fifteenth, the election returns were ob

tained, without violence, from the office of the Secretary of State, and 

the legislature-elect proceeded to count the ballots. Richard Coke was 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1247. 

'̂̂  Ibid., pp. 1250-1251. 
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declared governor, by a vote of 85,549 to Davis' 42,633, and Hubbard 

lieutenant governor. The two executives were inaugurated enthusias

tically that nig^t in the Hall of Representatives. 

That Davis intended to retain office until April 28 under a du

bious constitutional interpretation by the Radical supreme court, ap

peared obvious that night when his adjutant general stationed himself 

in the capitol basement with a mixed white-negro detachment of state 

troops to block entry and exit of the new state officers. Immediately 

after the ceremony, Governor Coke appointed Henry E. MeCulloch to act 

temporarily as adjutant general until his own appointee, William Steele, 

should arrive. Fortunately for Coke and his Democratic supporters, 

MeCulloch shortly acquired the services of the Travis Rifles (a local 

voliinteer militia company), which Davis had sum-roned to the capitol. 

When the company arrived, Lieutenant A.S. Roberts, its commander, sug

gested that the men be sworn in as a posse under Sheriff George Zimple-

man. Zimpleman received them and turned them over to MeCulloch, who 

18 
disposed them about the legislative chambers. 

Early the next morning, MeCulloch surrendered his temporary of

fice because of illness. Coke thereupon ordered Speaker Bryan to pro

tect the building and grounds adjacent to the Hall of Representatives. 

As Bryan, head bowed in thought, threaded his way back toward the Hall 

throu^ the throng, he encountered William N. Hardeman. The sight of 

him suggested a solution. Inquiring for "Old Gotch" (W.P. Hardeman) 

^^ "Statement of Lieutenant Roberts," quoted in Ford, "Memoirs," 

VII, pp. 1277-1280. 



354 

and "Old Rip," Bryan was told that they were there."^^ He asked Harde

man to find the two and to report with them at the Speaker's rostrum. 

When they presented themselves before the Speaker, Bryan told the trio, 

"You love Texas, you have seen much service in her behalf during three 

wars, you are experienced and accustomed to command men. A great crisis 

is now upon Texas. Never has Texas needed your services more than now. 

I trust you fully, I know no men I would prefer to you for discharge of 

the sutles I will entrust to you." He then appointed the three Assist

ant Sergeants at Arms and charged them with the protection of the leg

islature, public buildings, and grounds, assuring them that he would 

sustain their actions and provide what they needed. He strongly empha

sized the need to preserve peace, adding that "if one drop of blood is 

spilled — God alone knows the consequences and the end." 

Tension increased on January 16, when Coke respectfully demanded 

of Davis that he surrender to him, as duly elected governor, the execu

tive offices, state papers, and public property. The excitement mounted 

when Mayor T.B. Wheeler was arrested by negro police at the state armory 

when he attempted to persuade them to surrender the place. His release 

was negotiated without a clash, for, circulating among the aroused 

crowds, "Rip Ford counselled/ moderation and firmness." W.P. Hardeman, 

also keenly alert for trouble, on two occasions prevented the Travis 

Rifles from firing on Davis* militiamen at the capitol. 

^^ Ford was in the crowd; Hardeman was asleep downtown at his ho
tel, for it was then not long after midnight. 

^ Guy M. Bryan to W.P. Hardeman, March 2, 1891, quoted in Ford, 
"Memoirs," VII, pp. 1257-1262. 

^ Daily Herald (San Antonio), January 17, 1874. 
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On the next day, after Coke Indignantly had spumed Davis' sug

gestion that the matter be submitted to the arbitration of either the 

President or Congress, the furious Democrats determined to take af

fairs into their own hands. To them the armory, with its negro gar

rison, symbolized political injustice and aroused their anger somewhat 

in the manner that the Bastille once had infuriated a Paris mob. The 

determined Democrats congregated on Congress Avenue, bent on the cap

ture of the armory and the annihilation of the Davis troops. It was 

at that moment that John S, Ford performed his most significant public 

service. The swelling mob drew his attention as he came down the 

street from the capitol. Hurrying to the scene, he mounted the steps 

of a house before which the crowd was milling and quickly caught its 

ears. In his most forceful, persuasive style he harangued the throng, 

telling his listeners that he was acting under the orders of Coke, who 

had Instructed his supporters to avoid any aggressive action. "If the 

radicals and darkies attack us we will give them the worst whipping 

ever inflicted on any set of men since the world began. If we fire 

the first shot we will again be placed under a military government, 

and God only knows when we shall be again free." At that point a Coke 

adherent appeared at Ford's elbow to state that he had come, with Har

deman's permission, to collect a company for the governor. Ford 

shouted the information to the crowd, asking that all "gentlemen who 

wish to aid Gov. Coke in sustaining himself in his constitutional and 

legal position as Governor of Texas, and in the fair and impartial ad

ministration of the laws, will please fall in on Maj. Roylston and obey 

his orders." The men rushed to comply, and were marched away to the 

capitol. Ford then ordered a nearby detachment of the Travis Rifles 
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to join the volunteers at the state house. Thus "Old Rip" cleared the 

avenue of armed men and dispersed an enraged mob. Had the impulsive 

crowd been carried away by its anger, Texas likely would have suffered 

much longer at the hands of the military and the Radical Republicans. 

Recognizing the futility of further thwarting the public will, 

Davis that night ordered his troops from the capitol and the armory 

and vanished from the scene. As tension lessened, the Senate felt safe 

in discharging its assistant sergeants at arms by the end of January, 

but, on the basis of a rumor that certain Radicals had expressed an in

tention to seize the capitol at night, the House retained Ford and the 

Hardemans until Febriiary 7. During the time, the three slept undisturb-

23 
ed in a capitol office. On the seventh, the danger obviously past. 

Speaker Bryan summoned the old reliables before the platform of the 

House, where he discharged them after publicly commenting upon their 

faithful and invaluable services. 

Faithful servants of Texas, I have asked you to come here, 
that in the presence of the Representatives of the People of 
Texas, in their name as Speaker, and in the name of every man, 
woman, and child in Texas to thank you for the Invaluable ser
vices you have rendered them, for, but for you, Texas might 
have been drenched in blood, and remanded back to military rule, 
which in my humble judgment you have largely contributed to 
avert by your consummate tact, true courage, and patriotism. 
You are now discharged.24 

To the general applause of the representatives, the three old warriors 

22 Ford, "Memoirs," VII, pp. 1281-1282. 

25 Ibid., pp. 1270, 1285. 

2^ Bryan to Hardeman, quoted in ibid., pp. 1257-1262. 
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departed from the Hall, 

Ford remained in Austin for more than two months, until after 

San Jacinto Day (April 21), before returning home.^^ An embellished 

account of his role in the Austin crisis probably preceded him, for 

the grateful citizens of Brownsville elected him mayor.2^ Twenty-one 

years earlier, in another frontier town, Ford similarly had occupied 

the dual role of mayor and editor, having been in the interim a com

mander of Texas, Confederate, and Mexican soldiers, editor, Indian-

fighter, law enforcement official, and prominent leader in the blood

less overthrow of Radical rule in Texas. But still another task re

quired his peculiar abilities. Without hesitation he turned to it. 

Ford's facility in the bastard Spanish of the river frontier 

had caused Latin-American citizens of Cameron County to seek his aid 

in translating into English their petitions for redress of grievances 

27 
occasioned in the border raids. So adept was he that in 1875 the 

circuit court for the Eastern District of Texas employed him as its 

official translator. This was a full-time occupation in itself, over 

and above his civic and editorial responsibilities, for the Mexican 

depredations continued undiminished. His familiarity with the border 

language and border people was one reason for his inclusion on a per

manent committee composed of "the most reliable and prominent citizens 

of Brownsville . . . ," charged with the responsibility of investi-

25 Brown, "Annals," Ch. XXXIII, pp. 57-58, states that Ford 
marched in the San Jacinto Day parade in Austin in 1874. 

2^ Handbook of Texas. I, p. 618. 

2^ Index to Reports, pp. 126-156, passim. 
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gating frontier disturbances and reporting them, with a petition for 

28 
relief, to the legislature. In March, Committeeman Ford and his old 

rival, Santos Benavides, testified as to the basic problems of the bor

der before a joint legislative committee. In spite of Ranger success 

in lessening thievery, 90 per cent of the normal number of cattle be

tween Starr County and the Gulf had disappeared since the Civil War; 

raiders rode without fear across the border, because of intelligence 

supplied by intimidated Latin-Americans; 105 Texas citizens had been 

murdered by depredators in the past three or four years. While the 

strong hands of Mexican state administrators had held stealing to a 

minim\ra above Laredo, there could be expected no redress from Mexico 

for outrages along the Tamaulipas frontier, for Juan Cortina, now in 

the double capacity of mayor of Matamoros and commandant of the fron

tier troths, not only protected the bandits but actually encouraged 

them to raid north of the Rio Grande. Both the border veterans expres

sed the opinion that, in that part of Texas, settlement had been "badly 

discoiuraged" as a result of bandit activities, and recommended that the 

29 
legislature take steps to alleviate the situation. 

Ford's preoccupation with frontier troubles temporarily was sus

pended in the late summer of 1875 by participation in the making of a 

new organie law for Texas, one to replace the Radical Republican Con

stitution of 1869- Heeding Coke's warning against antagonizing Cong

ress, the Texas Democrats waited until the congressional elections in 

November of 1874 gave the House of Representatives a Democratic major-

28 
Index to Reports, pp. 50-59. 

2^ Ibid., pp. 167-170. 
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ity. Since it was then safe to proceed, the Texas legislature enacted 

a bill calling for a constitutional convention. Coke signed the bill 

and, under its authority, issued a call for the election of delegates 

to a convention to come together in Austin on September 6.^^ Ford was 

chosen as a delegate from the state senatorial district in which Cam

eron County lay. When the convention was organized, Ford was made 

chairman of the Committee on State Affairs and was assigned membership 

on the committees on Suffrage, Municipal Corporations, Printing and 

31 
Contingent Expenses, Apportionment, and on Frontier Affairs. 

Chairman Ford's Committee on State Affairs recommended that the 

constitution permit legislative measures for the maintenance of public 

roads by a system of citizen labor rather than by a tax levy. The com^ 

aittoe also recommended the retention of a state geologist; repair of 

the capitol building; and pensions for veterans of the Texas Revolu

tion. Individually, Delegate Ford suggested the constitutional ex-

elusion of judges from participation in political affairs, encourage

ment of immigration, provision for local option concerning liquor sales; 

creation of the office of Commissioner of Insurance, Statistics, and 

History; and gubernatorial authority to lease or sell public lands to 

the federal government for military installations. The convention 

journal also discloses that Ford consistently voted for all propositions 

designed to promote public education and to benefit the frontier resi-

^^ S.S. McKay, Seven Decades of the Texas Constitution of 1876 

(Lubbock, 1942), pp. 23-76. 

^^ Journal of the Constitutional Convention of the State of Tex-
as, 1875 (Austin, 1876), pp. 5, 7, 9, 35, 228. 
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dents. The definitive account of the debates in the convention re

veals that Ford spoke at any length only once during the entire ses

sion. On that occasion he characteristically paid tribute to West Tex

as, and predicted a glorious, prosperous future for the area.̂ "̂̂  His 

speech was a reflection of his impressions of the region acquired at 

the time of his search for Comanches in 1859.^^ 

When the convention adjourned on November 24, Ford turned his 

attention again to frontier forays. He joined other delegates on that 

day in petitioning Congress to compensate Texas citizens for oheir 

35 
losses due to the bandit forays. On his return to Brownsville, he 

found no improvement in the border situation, nor could he foresee any. 

let, in January, 1876, he became a major contributor to the develop

ment that eventually brought to an end the border depredations. Revo

lutionary activity had broken out against the unpopular regime of 

President Sebastian Lerdo. Before the end of the month, ex-Juarezista 

General Porfirio Diaz, the leading revolutionary, appeared in Browns-

36 
ville, on a search for funds to finance his revolt. There he sought 

the assistance of "Rip" Ford. Ford bluntly stated the terms of Ameri

can aid: 

^2 joiarnal of the Constitutional Convention of the State of Texas. 

1875. pp. 3-821, passim. 

^^ S.S. KeKay, Debates in the Constitutional Convention of 1875 

(Austin, 1930), p. 117. 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," IV, pp. 760-761. 

^^ Index to Reports, pp. 171-174. 

^ Testimony of General E.O.C. Ord, January 12, 1876, Index to 

Reports, p. 34» 
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Tou are, no doubt, fully aware of the trouble General Cor
tina is causing on this frontier. If you will give your word 
that, if successful in the revolution you are to inaugurate, 
you wUl order Cortina to be removed from this frontier, Am
ericans will loan you money. 

Diaz gave his word and donaUons soon were forthcoming. Among them was 

one of fifty thousand dollars provided by a respected, naturalized cit

izen, Don Sabas Cavasos, a half-brother to Cortina.^"^ Since the Lerdo 

administration had removed Cortina from Matamoros, replacing hia with a 

more reliable commander, Diaz was unsuccessful in an effort to win over 

the city. In June, with his American-provided war chest, he embarked 

on the circuitous voyage which was to lead him to Vera Cruz and the cam-

38 
paign that would bring him to the presidency of Mexico. 

Diaz' success was Cortina's disaster. Once his administration 

was on firm footing, the new president placed his own men along the 

border, assigning the Matamoros ccxmnand to Cortina's bitter enemy, Ser

vando Canales. Although Cortina eventually had declared for Diaz, cer

tain of his operations had aroused distrust and it was, doubtless, with 

enthusiasm that Canales prepared to dispose of the old border lord. 

Ford, who was conversant with all the border leaders, warned Cortina 

of his impending danger, but the latter, who not long before had been 

arrested and released, shrugged the warning off as being based on an 

inferior knowledge of Mexican character. Nevertheless, on his first 

subsequent visit to Matamoros, Cortina was arrested, tried, and sen-

'̂̂  Ford, "Memoirs," VII, pp. 1237-1238. 

^^ Salvador Queredo y Zubieta, El Caudlllot continuacion de 
"Porfirio Diaz, enaavo de Psicologia Historlca" (Septiembre 1865 — 
Noviembre 1876) (Mexico, 1909), pp. 243-244; Jose C. Valades, ^ 
Porfirismo. Hlstoria de un Regimen; El Nacimiento (1876-188A) T !ex-
ico, D.F., 1941), p. 15. 
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tenced to be shot. When Ford learned of the sentence, he visited Can

ales to intercede for Cortina's life. He pointed out to the Matamoros 

commander that, because of the known enmity between the two, the sen

tence, if carried out, would cast dishonor on Canales and begged that 

Cortina be sent, along with the findings of the court-martial, to Mex

ico City for Diaz' final disposition. At the conclusion of Ford's 

plea, Canales turned to his staff and asked, in amazement, "Did you 

hear what that white-headed old man said? If there is a man in the 

world more opposed to Cortina's mode of doing things than Col. Ford 

39 

I do not know of him." Ford won his case; Canales adopted the sug

gestion. Diaz concurred in Cortina's guilt, but, with the mixture of 

sentiment and practicality which sometimes characterizes Latin-Ameri

can decisions, substituted for the death penalty a parole valid so 

long as Cortina should remain within the limits of Mexico City. The 

old renegade purchased a small estate in the suburbs and there remained 

until his death in 1894.^ 

There was a reason behind Ford's surprising intercesElon on Cor

tina' s behalf. During the Civil War, the two men apparently had ccmdud-

41 
ed a binding, personal agreement of an undisclosed nature. It may have 

been to this unpublicized compact that Ranger Captain S.H. McNally re

ferred in Washington when he said, in testifying before a congression

al investigating committee, that the only instance he knew of any resti-

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," VH, pp. 1239-1240. 

^ Miguel Angel Peral, Diccionario biograflco mexicano (Mexico, 

D.F., 19U), p. 191. 

^ Ford, "Memoirs," VII, p. 1239. 
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tution of plund.red property ,a. .hen "G.n.ral Cortina hlmaelf did de

liver some stock, as a personal favor, to a particular friend of his, 

one of his co-padres on this side, ,ho was an American.-'^ It is note

worthy also that throughout Ford-s memoirs there appears in connection 

with Cortina-s nam. an admixture of violent censure and grudging ad-

miration. 

In the spring of 1876, the border electorate thowed their ap

preciation of Ford's efforts to maintain law and order in the valley 

by sending him to the state senate, where he represented District Num

ber Twenty-nine in both the Fifteenth and Sixteenth Legislatures.^^ 

Senator Ford, however, preferred a public office of a more permanent 

nature. This he made clear in a letter to his old friend, state Su

preme Court Justice Oran M. Roberts. While waiting for the electoral 

commission to decide the disputed Hayes-Tllden election, he wrote re

questing support for a place in the customs service if Samuel Tilden 

should emerge from the disputed election of 1876 as the successful 

candidate. 

My friends have put me forward for the position of Collec
tor of the Customs for the District of Brazos Santiago, provided 
Mr. Tilden is inaugurated. 

If you can consistently with your sense of propriety write a 
letter recommending me, and get others of your court to sign it, 
you would oblige me very much. If you do so, direct it to Sen
ator Coke, Washington. 

42 
Testimony of S.H. McNally, Index to Reports, p. 14. 

Members of the Legislature of the State of Texas from I846 ta 
1939 (Austin, 1939), pp. 87, 94. ~ 
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The letter revealed that after thirty years, "Old Rip" still firmly be

lieved that the only solution for border troubles was for the United 

States to extend its supervision south of the river. 

Mexican affairs are unsettled and will no doubt remain so. 
The revolutions have paralyzed business and impeded Industrial 
pursuits. The elements of reform, if there, can be made avail
able with difficulty. A protectorate will become indispensable, 
in my opinion.44 

His hopes for the collectorship blighted by Hayes' inauguration. 

Ford continued his efforts to find a solution for frontier unrest. 

Late in 1877, he journeyed two hundred miles by horseback up and down 

the river to learn the current attitudes and opinions of the border 

residents. Soon thereafter he was siimraoned to Washington, to testify 

as an expert on border affairs before the House Committee on Foreign 

Affairs. Speaking before the committee on January 21 and 25, 1878, 

he said that in his opinion only force could quiet the distiu-bances, 

and he recommended United States recognition of the Diaz regime only 

after it had shown its power to restore order on Mexico' s Rio Grande 

frontier. At the time he spoke, he was not optimistic about Diaz' 

A5 
chances of success. The fact that it was not until 1880 that the 

United States was willing to recall the order peraitting her troops 

to pursue bandits across the river may in part be attributed to the 

testimony of State Senator Ford. 

Ford's senatorshlp had him in Austin at a convenient time, in 

^ Ford to Roberts, February 6, 1877, Roberts papers. Barker 
Center, U.T. 

^^ New York Times. January 26, 1878. 
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1879, to assist onee more the state administration in solving an embar

rassing situation, that concerning the Deaf and Dumb Institution. The 

superintendeney of the instituUon had been given to Henry MeCulloch 

as a sinecure for the old Ranger's long years of stalwart service. Com

plaints of his maladministration had become so pointed that a legisla

tive committee investigated his operations."^^ Although MeCulloch 

strongly protested the subsequent report, the committee's findings and 

its answer to MeCulloch so clearly revealed his ineptness and laxity 

that he submitted his resignation, effective on September 1, 1879. 

Whether Senator Ford petitioned for the superintendeney or accepted it 

at the request of Governor Coke is not known, but on August 30 he sub

mitted his resignation from the state senate and on September 1 assumed 

the duties MeCulloch reluctantly relinquished.^''' 

From September, 1879, to the end of December, 1883, Superinten

dent Ford occupied his new position with the same administrative skill 

that had characterized his positions of military responsibility. The 

institution had continued on a modest scale since its opening in Jan

uary, 1857. Ford found a few unpretentious buildings and a student 

body of fifty-four children at the hilltop location south of the Colo

rado River. A believer in practical education. Superintendent Ford 

emphasized instruction in trade skills. Although an experiment in in

struction in mattress-making failed, the program in book, binding, 

^ Management of the Deaf and Dumb Institution. Peports of the 
Sub-Committee of Investigation, and the Evidences and Reply to Genera^I 
Henry E. MeCulloch's Defense of Himself and His Administration of the 
Institution (Austin. 1879^. 

^'^ G.L., Governor Richard Coke; Brown, "Annals," Ch. XXXV, p. 19. 
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shoe-making, cabinet-making, and printing obtained excellent results. 

Ford was especially pleased by the progress of the students learning 

typography, and reported that if they could complete the course, they 

would be able to compete favorably with the non-handicapped. An evi

dence of the interest in the trade wes the regular appearance of the 

school newspaper, the Mute Ranger^ to which Superintendent Ford and 

other old frontier veterans occasionally contributed accounts of early 

adventures. Ford's persistent efforts on behalf of his charges re

sulted also in the expansion of the physical plant to Include a new 

building, as well as enlargement of the old ones, to accommodate an 

increasing enrollment and a broadened curriculum.^ Failing health 

finally compelled the superintendent to retire from an office which 

he filled to the obvious satisfaction of the public. Although a stew

ard had been added to his staff to assist him with purchasing, cleric

al work, and the supervision of state property. Ford submitted his 

resignation to the asylum board on December 6. When it became effec-

tive on December 31, 1883, the action marked the end of almost a 

half-century of official service to Texas. 

Wben appointed to the superintendeney, Ford had established his 

residence in Austin. Upon his resignation, he decided to spend his 

remaining years in San Antonio. Soon his blender figure, surmounted 

by a mass of white hair and beard, became a familiar one in the Alamo 

^ Twenty-third Annual Report of the Superintendent of the Texas 
Institution for the Deaf and Dumb for the Fiscal Year Ending August 31. 
^879. John S. Ford^ Superintendent (Austin, 1880); also annual reports 
nos. 24-27, 1880-1883. 

^ Bonds and Oaths File, Texas State Library, Archives Division; 
Statesman (Austin), December 1, 1883. 
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City as the worn Ranger, gold-headed cane in hand, slowly paced its 

busy thoroughfares and pleasant byways, halting occasionally to peer 

SO 
keenly about him, a habit acquired in the border wars. When the 

author-painter Frederic Remington came to San Antonio in the early 

1890's to interview the "old originals" among Texas frontiersmen, he 

found this "connoisseur" of desperate ventures "a very old man, with 

a wealth of snow-white hair and beard — bent, but not withered . . . 

with stiffened limbs, ..." who could "tell stories that will make 

51 
your eyes hang out on your shirt front." 

50 Martin, "Last of the Ranger Chieftains," p. 39. 

5^ Remington, "How the Law Got into the Chaparral," p. 60. 



CHAPTER XI 

IN RETROSPECT 

During his last, placid years. Ford occupied himself by prepar

ing his memoirs (a project begun while Superintendent of the Deaf and 

Dumb Institution), and by collecting materials for a history of Texas, 

adding to those he had been acquiring since the 1850's. Out of his 

interest in Texas history grew the idea of a state historical associ

ation. In the spring of 1874, while in Austin after the installation 

of the Coke administration, Ford had met with other "Old Texians" in 

an effort to found such an organization, but it was not until the 

last year of his life that he saw this particular ambition brought to 

fruition. Meanwhile, as his health permitted, he wrote occasional ac

counts for the San Antonio newspapers and corresponded with old com-

2 
rades. He also exchanged letters with Juan Cortina, and, it is said, 

3 

made him a visit in 1891. In 1894, Ford was active in the Alamo As

sociation end also was one of the vice-presidents of the Alamo Monu

ment Association. In that year his brief story of the Alamo fight was 

published as part of the letter's effort to gain public support for 

the erection of a suitable monximent to the martyred commands of Travis 

and Bowie.^ Finally, in Fevruary, 1897, O.M. Roberts, F.R. Lubbock, 

^ Brown, "Annals," Ch. XXXIII, p. 56. 

2 wfjews Items," The Southwestern Historical Quarterly. XVII 

(July, 1913 to April, 1914), p. 430. 

^ Lyman L* Woodman, Cortina. Rogue of the Rio Grande (San An

tonio, 1950), p. 106. 

^ John S. Ford, The Origin and Fall of the Alamo (San Antonio, 

1894). 
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John H. Reagan, and other interested parties met at the state univer

sity and made plans to found a state historical society. Ford came to 

Austin for a meeting on March 2, at which time the Texas State Histor

ical Society was organized and Roberts was elected its first president. 

Ford stalked from the meeting in disgust when the other charter members 

refused to alter the proposed constitution to distinguish between "mem

bers" and "lady members," and it took the best persuasive efforts of 

Professor George P. Garrison and Francis Lubbock, the next day at 

Ford' s hotel room, to convince the old veteran that his siqjport of the 

5 
society was vital. Even then, members were not certain that he would 

co-operate until he wrote Roberts on March 20 that "I anticipate re

maining with the 'Texas Historical Society' as long as I can do any

thing to promote the interests of Texas history, . . . " Re w£S not 

sure how long he could be useful, he added, since "Indications of age 

have already developed, ?.nd there is no means of guessing when the end 

may come. The only proper thing I can do is to await the finality with 

becoming complacency and fortitude." 

Ford further added that he was greatly concerned lest the actual 

Texas story never be known, and he deplored the scarcity of documentary 

and manuscript materials. 

The proper history of Texas is yet unpublished. The men who 
enacted the great deeds, rendering the Lone Star Republic fam
ous, have generally died without writing what they aided in do
ing. Jonas Harrison wrote articles which stirred the heroic 
people and helped to strengthen the resolution to resist tyranny, 
but where are they? R.M. Williamson was an outspoken advocate 
of a free government. He did more than any one man to nerve our 

^ Bride Neill Taylor, "The Beginnings of the State Historical As
sociation," The Southwestern Historical Quarterly. XXXIII (July, 1929 to 
Apr a , 1930), pp. 1-17. 
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people to strike out for liberty. He v̂ as been gathered to his 
fathers, and where are the evidences of his wonderful exertions. 
They are almost lost to the world. Gen. Thomas J. Rusk — 
brave, eloquent, and fearless — our Secretary of War when the 
revolution was at its most fearful height, after the Alamo and 
Goliad and their defenders had fallen; after the mistaken mem
bers of the Consultation had Illegally attempted to turn Gov. 
Smith out of office, and to Invade Mexico. Where is the his
torian who lived in these days of trouble and danger. Col. 
Frank Johnson wrote a history of Texas. He was an officer of 
the Texas army, was defeated at San Patricio. His work has 
never seen the light and perhaps never will. 

Gen. Rusk was at the battle of San Jacinto. He made an of
ficial report to President Burnet, and left no individual, pri
vate, account of that wonderful contest. 

Gen. Stephen F. Austin, the "father" of Texas, wrote a great 
deal. Up to the present time no one has assumed the responsi
bility to edit and publish his papers and his life. 

Who can tell us of the career of Richard Ellis, the presi
dent of the Convention of I836? They met at Washington on the 
Brazos, and declared Texas Independent on the second day of 
March, I836. How little is known of the members of that memo
rable and distinguished company of men? 

7/ho has written a comprehensive life of Travis? of Bowie? 
and the heroes of the AJ.amo? What has been done to revive a 
correct memory of David G. Burnet? of Gen. Edward Burleson, 
who commanded the Texas Troops in 1835 when Gen. Cos surrend
ered San Antonio to him? 

The failure to exploit the achievements of the past. Ford believed, was 

due to the fact that Texans expressed themselves better as actors than 

as scribesJ "The Texians have proved themselves good soldiers. If we 

look at their utter neglect to record what they have done in war, and 

in the matter of legislation, we must conclude they are not willing 

writers." But he belied the opinion by contributing an article to the 

7 
first issue of the society's journal. 

^ Ford to Roberts, March 20, 1897, Roberts papers, Scrapbook I, 

Barker Center, U.T. 

'^ John S. Ford, "The Fight on the Frio, July 4, I865," The 
Quarterly of the Texa^ fitate Historical Association. I (July, 1897 to 
April, 1898), pp. 118-120. The article describes a Kickapoo raid in 
the Leona River region.' 
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The indications of age which the old "Servant of Texas" had 

mentioned to Roberts beeame increasingly evident in the following 

months. On October 1, Ford suffered a stroke which incapacitated him. 

With the grim determination that characterized him in his frontier 

battles, "Old Rip" fought his most unrelenting foe for more than a 

month, but eaoh temporary recovery was followed by a relapse. Final

ly, at 7130 on the evening of November 3, 1897, the border captain 

lost his battle for life. On the next day, "the last of the ranger 

chieftains," the unstinting servant "whose name for nearly half a cen

tury ̂ a d/ been a household word in Texas," was eulogized by his 

Presbyterian pastor and then laid eeremoniously to rest, beside the 

San Antonio River, by his sorrowing comrades of the United Confeder-

9 
ate Veterans and his Masonic brethren. He was survived by his dau^-

ters. Lulu (Mrs. Joseph M. Maddox) and Lilian Ford Votaw (apparently 

his amanuensis in the preparation of his memoirs), and his wife. Ad-

die, who little more than three years later joined him in death. 

With the quiet passing of "Rip" Ford from the Texas scene a 

new generation lost one of its strongest links with the past. For 

half a century Ford had marched in the Texas vanguard as an important 

actor end a keen observer of every significant political and military 

incident involving Texans since their successful revolution in 1836. 

His were public services of both an official and an unofficial kind. 

^ Dftilv Statesman (Austin), Sunday Supplement, November 7, 1897. 

^ Ibid., November 4, 1897. 

^^ She died in San Antonio on February 19, 1901. 
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Officially he had served Texas as a volunteer trooper, a surveyor of 

her public lands, a spokesman for her frontier p-̂ ople in the Congress 

of the Republic cf Texas, an adjutant of her finest Mexican .Var regi

ment, a Ranger captain whose comrand had .̂ ade life and property secure 

in South Texas, a senator in both her pre- and post-Civil War legis

latures, a protector of her frontiers from the Rio Grande to the Red 

River, and a military diplomat who had negotiated without bloodshed 

the evacuation of federal troops at the time of Texas' secession from 

the American Union. He had been greatly instrumental in bringing Tex

as into the United States; he had played a major role in removing her 

from that federation. Even more important was his part in restoring 

to its rightful place in Texas affairs, after the Civil War, govern

ment by the will of the people. As a final service, he had come to 

the relief of one of her eleemosynary institutions and had lifted 

it from a discreditable condition to one of which the state could be 

proud. 

In these affaire he had held official position under the gov

ernments of the republic or the state, but his services to the lesser 

governmental units or to the citizenry directly were equally exten

sive. As a dedicated physician he had nurtured the health of his 3ast 

Texas and Travis County patients; as an equally-dedicated editor he 

had nurtured their spirits, championing vogorously not only the causes 

which often proved popular but also those in which he believed even 

thou^ on occasion he might find himself standing almost alone. His 

was the signal honor of being named to the group which established for 

Texas the Democratic Party organization; his was the high privilege of 

being sought out specifically to serve in the momentous crisis whieh 
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resulted in his party's restoration to power in 1874. In 1849, at 

the demand of his fellow citizens, he had made an arduous, health-

wracking ride of a thousand miles to seek a road for their commercial 

advantage. Almost three decades later, as a war-worn, aged veteran, 

he had spent countless hours in the saddle in an effort to achieve 

for his South Texas friends conditions \ih±ch would permit them to 

live with life and property assured. 

The situations, both political and military, in i^ich he fre

quently became inrolved, called for a high degree of courage. That he 

possessed it, his contemporaries reveal. Probity, too, was his; people 

trusted his word. He was modest, faultily so to one who may search his 

memoirs to learn his accon^jlishments; yet he always thrust himself for

ward when serious problems arose. Able oratory was not the least of 

his assets, effective either to spur a column to the assault or to di

vert angry sentiments from the path of lawless action. Kindness and 

consideration were among his basic traits of character; his men obeyed 

not only because of his orders but also because of the affectionate re

spect they felt for him. His principles ware highly moral extensions 

of a sincere religious conviction not of the formal, outward sort but 

of a highly personal, introspective character. To a pleasant demean

or was added a dry sense of humor \rfaieh brought laughter from his Sun

day school pupils and guffaws from his Rangers. He lived, in the lan^ 

guage of a poet of his late years, "in sinpleness in gentleness in hon-

11 
or and clean mirth." 

When one surveys the broad scope of Ford's activities and the 

^^ Rudyard Kipling, Varee. Definitive Edition (New York, 1944), 
p. 84. 
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multiplicity of his services, there are evident at least two occasions 

of which it may be said with confidence, "But for Ford's presence 

there, Texas might not be what she Is today." The first of those in

volved his Civil War orjerations on the Rio Grande frontier. It was 

astute planning which sent Ford, rather than either of the ulcCullochs, 

to the southern border. O.M. Roberts, the "Old iUcalde" in Texas his

tory, was positive in his own mind that Ford's diplomacy not only made 

possible the peaceful evacuation of united States troops in 1861, but 

also prevented the Confederacy from becoming involved in a Ulexican 

War. Ford's second, and rost important, significant service to the 

state was rendered during the Coke-Davis dispute of 1874, when he ma

nipulated the angry, excited men in a manner that forced Davis to sur

render without having the crowd commit an attack that surely would 

have been an excuse for military reoocupation of the state. Eighteen 

years later, W.P. Hardeman, who shared with Ford the responsibility of 

averting violence on that portentous occasion, expressed to Ford the 

opinion that "the service we rendered Texas on that occasion was worth 

infinitely more than all others, and I say now that if the row had com

menced, in my opinion not less than 20,000 people would have been killed 

in two weeks — and Texas would not have recovered from it in fifty 

years — few even of those in the Capitol at the time realized the dan-

ger." 

Because his vital role in the Coke-Davis crisis was relatively 

unpublicized, it was as a frontier military commander that Ford was 

^^ Hardeman to Ford, February 13, 1892, quoted in Ford, "Memoirs," 

VII, pp. 1271-1272. 
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best known and is most commonly remembered. His was a military know

ledge acquired through reading treatises on the art of war and testing 

their theories In the field. Roberts, who knew him well, wrote that 

Ford, "unlike most of our frontier officers, . . . had studied war as 

a science, has a fine military library, and had for years devoted him

self to it. And then he had system, good business habits. Was a man 

of action, not of words, of caution in devising, and of intrepedity in 

13 
execution." Major Marshall of the Austin State Gazette had employed 

much the same language earlier in recommending Ford for field rank in 

a proposed Ranger regiment; he had described Ford's traits as those 

of "order, watchfulness, coolness in danger and intrepedity without 

14 

foolhardiness." That "Old Rip" was no rash glory-seeker was obvious 

in 1861, when he, "by the generalship of prudence and patience suc

ceeded far better, than if he had adopted a reckless adventure, that, 

though it failed, might have given him the reputation of a gallant of-
15 

fleer in the action." But when the time for prudence was past, he 

could fight, ae his old subalterns attested. Captain W.H.D. Carring

ton of the Rio Grande Expeditionary Force gave an estimate of Ford's 

generalship, one possibly colored by the captain's enthusiasm for 

his old colonel: "On a more extended sphere of action he would have 

been the Murat of the Confederacy. His tactics were peculiar . . . 

He believed that his cavalry in a fierce charge was invincible. Hence, 

^^ Ford, "Memoirs," V, p. 955 (Roberts' journal). 

^^ Stî te Gazette (Austin), December 12, 1857. 

^5 O.M. Roberts, "The History of the War in Texas — 1861-1865," 
unpublished MS, Roberts papers. Barker Center, U.T. 
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whenever the right time arrived, he hurled squadron after squadron of 

his troopers on the foe with irresistible force."^ 

With similar fervor Lieutenant Charles L. Martin of the earlier 

border regiment characterized "Old Rip" and the high place he occupied 

in Texas heartst 

In all the history of Texas since I836, not one of the many 
able and active men who helped shape and achieve its destiny, 
stands forth more prominent than John S. Ford. Not one render
ed more efficient service; not one gave more of his life, his 
labor, his devotion, his valor and his ability to the good of 
the State, its advancement, development, progress and prosper
ity than he. 

"No monument," Martin wrote further, "may ever be erected to honor his 

resting place, but he will live forever in the hearts of men who love 

honor, honesty, virtue, valor, fortitude, patriotism and devotion." 

Besides, it could be said of Ford and the other paladins of the state, 

17 
"Texas is their monument. . . . " In a like vein, soon before Ford's 

death, commented General W.H. King. "Colonel Ford . . . is held in de

served esteem by those who value life-long devotion and able service to 

the State, and who appreciate modesty, manliness, and uprightness in 

18 
public and private life." 

The Texans who rode, worked, laughed, and fought with John S. 

Ford iterate the theme of his service. It was indeed the thread whieh 

provided unity to the long career of this man whose motto was "Ready; 

^^ Quoted in Huson, Refugio. II, p. 119. 

^'^ Martin, "Ust of the Ranger Chieftains," pp. 40-41. 

^^ Dudley G. Wooten (ed.), A Comprehensive History of Texas. 186^ 
to 1897 (2 vols.; Dallas, 1898), II, p. 338. 
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aye ready." Whether at the medieal cabinet, in the legislative chair, 

at the editorial desk, or in the saddle, his fixed principle was ser

vice to the people of Texas. This was the worth and contribution of 

John S. Ford as estimated by his contemporaries. Until history shows 

that human values change, there is no need to revise that judgment. 
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