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Front cover:The Tornado of 1957 was one of the worst 
natural disasters to hit Dallas. See “Terror from the 
Sky,” beginning on page 46.

Back cover: Carolyn Brown’s evocative photographs 
captured the ruins of Fort Worth’s Swift Meat Packing 
plant in 2016, shortly before most were demolished. 
She entitled this one, “Pathway to Heaven.” See “The 
Painted Tombs of Swift,” beginning on p. 61.
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The 1927 State Fair of Texas featured Countess Maritza, a comic operetta set 
in 1920s Hungary and performed in the two-year-old Auditorium, as one of its 
special attractions. See “It Was 90 Years ago Today,” beginning on page 32. 
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with the racial bias she encountered as an Afri-
can American growing up in Texas in the early 
twentieth century. Added to that was the gender 
bias she experienced as a woman. But as Mar-
vin Dulaney reveals in his portrait of her, Mrs. 
Craft bravely fought the obstacles in her path, 
eventually serving as a role model and mentor to 
succeeding generations. And late in life she was 
able to fight her battles as one of the first African-
American members of the Dallas City Council. 
 Nature often provides challenges, especially 
in North Texas. Droughts and floods have period-
ically plagued farmers and others from the earliest 
days of settlement. But perhaps no natural disas-
ter has gripped the community as dramatically as 
the Tornado of 1957. As Mark Doty recounts, the 
tornado tore a swath through Oak Cliff and then 
up the Stemmons Corridor into Farmers Branch,  
taking ten lives and leaving untold property dam-
age in its wake. It was also the first tornado well 
documented on camera, contributing greatly to 
scientific understanding of the phenomenon.
 Nature can also offer a more gradual but 
equally devastating challenge, as illustrated in 
the evocative photographs by Carolyn Brown of 
the old Swift Meat Packing Plant in Fort Worth. 
When the buildings of this once vibrant site were 
abandoned, nature began to take hold. Roofs col-
lapsed, floors decayed, and invasive plants crept up 
and through the walls. Fortunately, Carolyn was 
able to document the buildings before all but two 
had to be demolished.
 Challenges are part of our historical legacy. 
And by studying the ways in which they were 
met and overcome, students of history can hope 
to profit from their lessons.

—Michael V. Hazel 

FROM THE EDITOR

     hallenges are part of everyday life and tend 
to form the most intriguing aspect of historical 
events. How individuals and societies overcame 
obstacles can inspire descendants and sometimes 
offer suggestions for coping with contemporary 
problems.
 Certainly pioneers settling in North Central 
Texas in the 1840s encountered a series of chal-
lenges, from surviving an often treacherous jour-
ney to reach the area to establishing a home and 
wresting a livelihood once they arrived. Many 
failed. But others, like William and Nancy Jane 
Cochran, thrived, through hard work, persistence, 
and co-operation with neighbors. And the Co-
chrans left behind a tangible legacy, in the form 
of a church named for them and numerous de-
scendants who have contributed to the continued 
growth of Dallas. 
 Young communities, especially those experi-
encing rapid growth, also encountered challenges 
in maintaining order, since they often attracted a 
lawless element. Swindlers, thieves, and con art-
ists of all sorts flocked to “boom towns,” such as 
Dallas became after the railroads reached it in the 
1870s. As Thomas H. Smith recounts in his article, 
crime of all varieties plagued Dallas in the late 
nineteenth century, as the city and county slowly 
developed the forces to deal with it. 
 Even an event as celebratory as the State Fair 
of 1927 opened with challenges. First, two of its 
long-time leaders died within months of each 
other. Then heavy rains fell on opening day. But 
as Mark Rice notes in his essay, nature relented, 
and the fair went on to set an attendance record 
by attracting more than one million visitors dur-
ing its run.
 The challenges faced by Juanita Craft began 

C
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 hen William M. and Nancy Jane Hughes 
Cochran set out from their home in Missouri 
for Texas at the end of 1842, they embarked on 
an adventure. They were leaving not only family, 
friends, and familiar surroundings, but also their 
native land. They were moving to a different 
country, for Texas had been a Republic since 
gaining its independence from Mexico in 1836. 
Many people hoped that Texas would eventually 
become a state in the United States of America. 
But this was by no means guaranteed. Mexico 
still disputed the region’s independence, and the 
future was unclear.
 William and Nancy Jane were taking a big 
risk, but the rewards seemed worth it. Anxious 
to attract settlers to its sparsely settled northern 
region, Texas had entered into a contract with the 
Texan Land and Emigration Company (a group 
of investors based in Louisville, Kentucky), grant-
ing it more than ten million acres of land, includ-
ing all of what eventually became Dallas County 
except a ten-mile strip along the eastern edge. 
The Peters Colony, as this land was commonly 

called (after the principal investor, W. S. Peters) 
extended north to the Red River and west near-
ly 200 miles. The company was responsible for 
surveying the properties and providing assistance 
in house construction. As an inducement to settle 
in the colony, each head of a family who met 
the conditions of settlement could claim home-
stead rights on 640 acres, and each single man or 
woman on 320 acres. In other words, the land was 
free to those who could build a cabin and plant 
crops.1

 The company issued advertising posters, 
known as broadsides, praising the fertility of the 
soil, as well as the “mild and beautiful” climate, 
which “for health and pleasure, is not surpassed 
by any in the world, and in this respect may be 
termed the Italy of America.”2 These broadsides 
were distributed widely, in Europe as well as 
throughout the United States. And it seems likely 
that the Cochrans must have seen one. One of 
their sons, James Monroe Cochran, later recalled 
that his father “got hold of some literature that 
made something of a paradise of a region at 

W

The Cochran Family 
Dallas County Pioneers

By Michael V. Hazel
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The Cochrans probably saw a promotional broadside 
similar to this one issued by the Peters Company, 
promising free land in North Central Texas.
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the Three Forks of the Trinity River in Texas.”3 
Apparently William was too smart to take such 
glowing claims at face value. According to James 
Monroe, he talked his brother-in-law, Isaac Webb, 
into making a horseback trip to the region to 
check it out, while William stayed home to finish 
cultivating a crop. 
 Webb recorded in his diary (now at SMU’s 
DeGolyer Library) that he left home in the fall in 
1842, followed a trail made by the Peters Colony 
agent, and found him and one Thomas Keenan 
at what was then called Mustang Branch (later 
re-named Farmers Branch). “I was well pleased 
with the appearance of the country,” Webb wrote, 
“and returned to my Family about the first of 
December 1842.”4 According to James Monroe 
Cochran (who was not yet born and could only 

have heard the stories later), “Uncle Isaac must 
have made a flaming report of what he saw, for 
father lost no time in loading on ox wagons 
his family and such of his household effects as 
he could find room for and setting out for the 
promised land, this time leaving Uncle Isaac to 
harvest the crop and to follow him later on.”5 
Isaac Webb was a bit more muted in his diary. He 
merely wrote that William Cochran “was satisfied 
with the statements I had made” and proceeded 
to load his wagon and set out “in the month of 
January or February.”6 
 This was not the first move for William and 
Nancy Jane Cochran. Both had been uprooted 
several times already in their young lives. (William 
was 35; Nancy Jane was 25.) William had been 
born April 7, 1807, in Abeville District, South 
Carolina. Both his parents were immigrants, his 
father, John, having been born in Ireland, and 
his mother, Margaret, having been born in Scot-
land. Both came to America as children with 
their families and met and married in South 
Carolina. After John’s death in 1830, Margaret 
and her eleven children moved to Columbia, 
in Maury County, Tennessee. It was here that 
William met Nancy Jane Hughes, who had been 
born in North Carolina on October 24, 1817. 
Her parents, William and Alcy Carr Hughes, were 
both native Virginians, who moved their family 
to Columbia when Nancy was a child.
 Such westward migration was common in the 
19th century, as families sought better economic 
opportunities in newly developing areas. William 
apparently started a mercantile business—prob-
ably a general store, carrying a wide variety of 
goods—in Columbia, called Cochran & Gilmer.7 
He may also have worked in a bank, although 
banks at this period were risky ventures. William 
and Nancy Jane were married in Columbia on 
September 21, 1837, and set up housekeep-
ing there. But three years later, they moved west 
to Missouri, with their first two sons, John and 
Archelaus. A third son, William, was born in Polk 
County, Missouri, in January 1841, suggesting 
that Nancy Jane may have been pregnant during 

Nancy Jane Cochran’s brother-in-law Isaac Webb 
(shown here late in life) made a scouting expedition 
to North Texas in 1842 to appraise the area. After 
settling there, he organized the first Methodist 
congregation, including Nancy Jane, the origins of 
Webb Chapel United Methodist Church.
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the move, adding one more challenge to what 
must have been an already difficult journey.8

 On June 22, 1841, the Cochrans were joined 
by Nancy Jane’s sister, Mary, her husband, Isaac B. 
Webb, and their three children. Two months later, 
William wrote a letter to his mother, describing 
how he and Isaac had been searching for the best 
possible farmland, and had secured some in Barry 
County. “It is a beautiful and fertile country,” he 
wrote. The Cochran and Webb farms (totaling 320 
acres) would adjoin each other, lying in a prairie 
with woods on both places (timber being critical 
to building cabins and other farm structures, as 
well as for firewood). They would eventually have 
to pay $1.25 per acre for the land, after improving 
it, but this would be much cheaper than buying 
property that had already been fenced. “I would 
always prefer improving myself,” William told his 
mother, “as improvements sell high and are very 
Easy Made as fencing the land is all the trouble, for 
the prairies are all ready clear not only of Timber 
but all sorts of Trash.” Old people comfortably 
settled in Tennessee should stay there, he advised, 
“but young persons who wish to do something 
for themselves & their families would do well to 
come here. . . . I am well pleased with the country, 
so is Nancy Jane.”9

 They had barely gotten settled, however, 
when they learned of the opportunity in North 
Texas—four times as much land (640 acres per 
family), fertile and untouched by a plow, free for 
the taking. It may seem odd that William and 
Nancy Jane set out in the middle of winter. But 
this was, in fact, the logical time for pioneer farm-
ers to move, right after they had gotten in the fall 
harvest, and allowing time to get settled before 
spring plowing. Cornmeal, flour ground from 
wheat, dried or preserved vegetables and fruit, and 
possibly smoked or salted pork products would 
be taken along to provide food for the journey. 
The Cochrans might also have taken along a cow 
for milk and a few chickens with which to start a 
flock in their new home. Other than any animals 
William might shoot along the way, the family 
would have had no other sources of food until 

they reached Texas, and even then not much until 
their first harvest. The Cochrans were actually 
part of a small party that included a family named 
Watson and a young man named Steve Webb.10 
There was obviously safety in numbers as the 
group ventured into unsettled territory. Webb 
would have provided valuable assistance on the 
journey, but he was also another mouth to feed.11 
 The trip must have taken at least six or seven 
weeks. There were no roads to follow, just some 

Cochran family history maintains that Nancy Jane 
and William Cochran brought a set of six hand-
made chairs with them to Texas in 1843, of which 
this is one. All are now in the collection of Dallas 
Heritage Village, with one on loan and exhibited at 
the Old Red Museum of Dallas County History and 
Culture.
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rough tracks made by animals, Indians, or the few 
previous travelers.12 Crossing the numerous rivers 
and creeks was a challenge, since there were, of 
course, no bridges. “Getting up and down those 
steep muddy banks was a hard problem,” recalled 
another pioneer. “Wagons would often stick to 
the hubs. With each wheel loaded with sticky 
black mud that had to be pried off with poles, the 
teams had to be doubled and hitched to a wagon 
to get across.”13 Even a rider on horseback faced 
difficulties. “The most disagreeable part of the 
whole trip was the fording of streams,” recalled 
one man, “The banks were generally steep down 
into the water; and so slippery, we had sometimes 
to dismount, hold on to a tree, and let the horse 
slide down; then pull the horse beside us, mount 
him in the water, and ride across. . . .”14 
 Added to Nancy Jane’s burdens was the fact 
that in addition to three little boys, all under the 
age of five, she now had an infant daughter, Maga-
ret Elizabeth, born at the end of September.

 ut whatever hazards the Cochrans faced 
on their journey, they arrived safely at Mustang 
Branch on March 1, 1843.15 Thomas Keenan, 
whom Isaac Webb had found living there on his 
visit a few months earlier, had now been joined 
by two bachelor brothers, John and Simpson 
Pulliam. The brothers invited the Cochrans to 
move into their cabin with them until William 
could select his own property and build a house, 
an offer which “was gratefully accepted,” their 
son later recalled.16 With the help of the Pulliams 
and Steve Webb, Cochran managed to build a 
cabin; cut, split, and hauled rails to build a fence; 
and planted fifty-three acres, east of and joining 
Thomas Keenan’s property on the north side of 
Farmers Branch. But this work took all year, and 
the family wasn’t able to move into their new 
home until January 6, 1844.17

 Luckily, the region they had chosen as their 
new home seemed to live up to the glowing 
promotional descriptions of the Texan Land and 

Emigration Company. Wild game was plenti-
ful—bear, deer, wild turkeys, prairie chickens, 
quails and squirrels, “wild geese and ducks in 
great flocks in winter,” recalled John Cochran.18 
Every hollow tree seemed to harbor bees and 
honey. Wild fruits such as winter grapes, dewber-
ries and blackberries, persimmons, walnuts, and 
pecans were available for the picking. Best of all, 
the soil really was fertile. Shortly after he arrived, 
Cochran planted a corn crop, harvesting enough 
not only to feed his family but with enough extra 
to sell to newcomers who had arrived too late 
to plant. He also grew a large quantity of yellow 
pumpkins, which he shared with neighbors. 
Cochran had brought peach, apple, and cherry 
seeds with him but planted them too late in the 
spring of 1843; the tender shoots weren’t ready 
to be transplanted to his new farm that fall, so he 
had to wait until the next year to transplant them. 
According to his son, the peach trees thrived, but 
the cherry and apples did less well. 
 William Cochran seems to have been an agri-
cultural entrepreneur. For instance, he is generally 
credited with sowing the first wheat crop in the 
area in 1845. “When this wheat grew to matu-
rity and ripened,” his son wrote, “Cochran and 
all his neighbors were overjoyed at its astonishing 
yield.”19  The next year, Cochran acquired some 
cottonseed and planted and cultivated a small 
crop. When it thrived, he was pleased to have 
demonstrated “the wonderful fact that nature had 
failed to draw the distinctive lines of latitude and 
longitude to such an extent that the cereals of the 
north and principle staple of the south grew side 
by side on the same farm to perfection, the same 
year.”20 Cochran later built one of the first two 
cotton gins in the county.21

 It’s not surprising that James Monroe 
Cochran recalled that his father “was so well 
pleased with the country that he declared that 
the literature broadcasted about it had not told 
the half. Not that the advertisers had intentionally 
withheld any facts. The reality simply beggared 
description. It had to be seen to be believed.”22 
This agricultural richness apparently inspired 

B
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William Cochran to propose that the name of the 
community be changed from Mustang Branch to 
Farmers Branch.23 
 The Cochrans had been in their new home 
barely three weeks when the Webbs arrived, 
on January 27, 1844. They had left Missouri on 
October 16, crossed the Red River by ferry four 
weeks later, and then stayed in that area for two 
months before continuing to Farmers Branch. 
The reason for the delay was that Mary Webb 
gave birth to a daughter on November 26. The 
Webbs stayed with the Cochrans until they got 
their own cabin built, moving in on April 9.

 ut before then, Isaac Webb held the first 
church service in the region. “Mrs. Cochran was 
the first member of the Methodist Church that 
settled in North Texas,”  Webb wrote, and when 
he and his wife arrived, they made three. “All 
the rest of the men were Sunday Hunters,” he 
observed, “and when they would go a hunting 
I would call their families together and read sing 
and pray and instruct them the best I could. I 
was determined to stick to my beloved Method-
ism.”24 
 On March 19, 1844, Thomas Brown, “the 
first Methodist Traveling preacher that visited 
the colony,” stayed overnight with the Webbs 
and preached at the Cochrans’ cabin “the first 
sermon in the neighborhood.” His text, Webb 
noted, was from Romans I:16. The hymn was 
“From all that dwell beneath the skies.” That fall 
four families, including the Cochrans and Webbs, 
organized a camp meeting. They brought tents, 
food and cooking utensils, bedding and other 
supplies—enough for a stay of several days—to 
a leafy arbor in the area.25 Four different minis-
ters gave sermons. “We had good preaching and 
quite a happy time and some accessions to the 
church,” Webb wrote. In March 1845, Daniel 
Shook, “the first circuit Preacher in the Colony,” 
formed a society consisting of five members, 
including Nancy Jane Cochran and Isaac and 

Mary Webb. The new congregation erected an 
18-foot square church, made of hewed logs and 
covered with four-foot clapboards. Located 200 
yards from the Webb home, this first church in 
the region was called Webb’s Chapel in honor of 
the devout Methodist. From this beginning dates 
Webb Chapel United Methodist Church.
 Churches were an important institution on 
the frontier. Not only did many pioneers find 
through their religious faith the strength to face 
the challenges of daily life, but as they gathered 
together to worship, they also nurtured the seeds 
of a new community. For women especially, isolat-
ed on farms, Sunday might be the only day in the 
week when they had an opportunity to visit with 
their neighbors. Nancy Jane Cochran was clear-
ly a devout Methodist even before she reached 
North Texas and would practice and support her 
religion throughout her life. William’s faith is less 
well documented, although when Webb Chapel 
organized a Sunday school in 1847, and elect-
ed officers, he was the secretary. (All the officers 
were men.)
 William Cochran was presumably one of 
the “Sunday hunters” Webb referred to in his 
diary. He frequently went hunting with neigh-
bors Harrison and Thomas Marsh. “All three 
were dead shots,” his son John recalled, “and kept 
their families well supplied with the best of wild 
meats,” including buffalo and bear, until both 
were pretty well exterminated from the region.26 
Families also kept livestock, of course. Nancy 
Jane Cochran brought geese and chickens with 
her from Missouri and raised enough geese to 
sell some. Being a thrifty housewife, she saved the 
feathers and made down comforters or mattresses 
(known as “feather beds”) for each of her chil-
dren. William Cochran and Isaac Webb made a 
trip in the fall of 1844 to Red River County and 
brought back some razor back hogs and enough 
“porkers” to supply the neighborhood for the 
coming year.27

 Hunting was not simply recreation but 
an essential element of providing food for the 
family. Everyone living on the frontier needed 

B
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to be familiar with firearms, and prepared to use 
them when danger appeared.  Like many pioneer 
women, Nancy Jane Cochran could use a rifle. 
John Cochran recalled an incident in his child-
hood, when he was enjoying the shade of a tree 
about a hundred yards from the family’s house. 
Seeing a young buffalo approach, he ran home 
and told his mother. “She got the gun and was 
preparing to shoot it,” he wrote, when two men 
came along, chased the buffalo, and eventually 
killed it.28

 Having read and heard stories about “savage 
Indians,” the early settlers in North Texas harbored 
fears of attacks, another reason for keeping a 
loaded gun on hand. John Cochran recalled only 
two incidents when his family was bothered by 
Indians, once when a party killed a yearling calf 
and another when they destroyed a watermelon 
patch. Chiefs of a number of tribes signed a treaty 
in 1843 at Bird’s Fort (now Irving) promising 
to stay west of modern-day Fort Worth, and the 
region that eventually became Dallas County saw 
no more incursions. But of course the pioneers 
remained on their guard for quite some time 
afterward.
 Nancy Jane gave birth to her fifth child (and 
second daughter), Mary Mariah, in July 1845. 
Sadly, the girl died either at birth or shortly 
afterwards and was buried in the Farmers Branch 
cemetery. Infant mortality was high in the 19th 
century, especially on the frontier, where skilled 
medical care was rare and sanitary conditions 
often poor. William and Nancy Jane were fortu-
nate that their first four children survived infan-
cy, although their first daughter, Margaret, would 
die in 1848 at the age of five and be buried next 
to her sister in Farmers Branch. But once the 
pioneers survived childhood, they often lived 
long lives. Less than a year after the birth and 
death of Mary Mariah, Nancy Jane gave birth 
to a son, James Monroe, on June 1, 1846; he 
survived to the age of 78, outliving three wives. 
And William and Nancy Jane’s oldest son, John, 
lived to the age of 90.

 Educating their children on the frontier was 
a challenge to all pioneers. Many of them had 
enjoyed good schooling in the more established 
communities where they had grown up, and they 
certainly wanted their children to be educated. 
But with the tremendous physical burdens of 
getting established on their new farms, and with 
a population so small it could hardly support the 
salary of a teacher, the pioneers were often left to 
their own devices. Parents probably taught their 
children the fundamentals of reading at night, in 
front of the fire. Some women would actually 
open a school of sorts in their cabin, welcoming 
neighbor children for brief sessions during seasons 
when they weren’t needed for farm chores. 
A third Hughes sister, Sarah, and her husband, 
Thomas C. Williams, joined the Cochrans and 
Webbs at Farmers Branch in December 1845. 
The following spring, Williams taught what may 
have been the first formal school in the region in 
the Webb Chapel building. The parents presum-
ably paid some small tuition to support Williams 
in his venture, although they could not have 
afforded to pay very much. And by May the chil-
dren were needed on the farm to help with culti-
vating the crops and caring for the animals, so 
the school term came to an end. Later Mary West 
taught reading, writing, and arithmetic to Farm-
ers Branch children, who sat on thick, roughly 
dressed planks. Without desks or even tables in 
the classroom, the students held their slates on 
their laps to do their lessons. A long shelf along 
one wall provided a surface on which to prac-
tice penmanship. Pupils too fastidious to use the 
common dipper with the water bucket brought 
their own cups along with their lunches.29  

 y 1846, Texas was part of the United 
States. James K. Polk and George Mifflin Dallas 
had been elected President and Vice President in 
1844 on a Democratic platform that called for 
annexing Texas to the Union. During 1845 the 

B



LLEGACIES Fall 2017  11 

Congresses of both nations passed the necessary 
legislation, following an overwhelming vote by 
Texans in favor of the move (4,254 to 267). Inter-
estingly, one of the few opponents in the area that 
soon became Dallas County was John C. McCoy, 
an attorney who was agent for the Texan Land 
and Emigration Company. McCoy ridiculed 
annexation “as a vain attempt on the part of his 
pioneer friends to straighten the roads and bridge 
the streams that intervened between them and 
the old homes they had left in the older states.”30 
McCoy may have felt the Peters Company 
enjoyed a stronger position vis-à-vis the settlers 
under the relatively weak Republic than it would 
with the United States; this did prove to be the 
case. McCoy left the employ of the company in 
1846 and hung out his shingle to become the first 
practicing attorney in Dallas County.
 Texas officially became a state at the begin-
ning of 1846, and in April the first State Legisla-
ture created Dallas County. Until then, the area 
had been part of the large, sprawling Nacog-
doches County. Given the long distance to the 
county seat, and the primitive roads, settlers in 
North Texas hardly felt they were in any legal 
jurisdiction at all. This is another reason why the 
Peters Colony agent was so important in settling 
land disputes and the like. He was the only person 
on the spot with some authority. The new Dallas 
County measured about thirty miles on each side, 
and the legislation named the town of Dallas—
founded by John Neely Bryan, who settled there 
in November 1841—as the temporary county 
seat, since it was most centrally located. It was 
important that a man be able to ride a horse to 
the county seat and back home in a day.
 Bryan was designated to oversee the set-up 
of a new government for the county. William 
Cochran was chosen county clerk, indicating 
the prominent position he occupied among 
his neighbors. Among his duties was the issu-
ance of marriage licenses. A family story relates 
that the first application for a license came from 
Anna Minerva Kimmel and Crawford Treece (or 
Trees). “Noticing the girl was very young and 

bashful, Cochran began questioning her as to her 
age. She fumbled in her purse and brought out a 
crumpled note addressed to the County Clerk.” 
Cochran read, “Anna Minerva has my permis-
sion to get married to Crawford Treece—signed 
her mother, Katherine Kimmel.” Cochran then 
issued the marriage license and the couple went 
away happy and had their marriage solemnized 
that afternoon.31  
 Even more significantly, the following year 
William was elected as the representative from 
Dallas County to the State Legislature. In this 
capacity he presented a petition from a number 
of Dallas County residents, asking that the legis-
lature extend the qualification for a town to be 
considered as county seat from three miles to five 
miles from the geographical center of the coun-
ty. The petition stated that three or four places 
were “striving” to become county seat, and that 
a three-mile limit would eliminate some of them 
from consideration.32 It’s unclear whether this 
petition was granted. In the end the contest for 
county seat came down to the towns of Dallas, 
Hord’s Ridge (present-day Oak Cliff), and Cedar 
Springs (Oak Lawn). Dallas and Hord’s Ridge 
garnered the most votes, and in the run-off in 
1850, Dallas won the election, probably because 
everyone living on the east side of the Trinity 
(which included the Farmers Branch families) 
voted for it so they wouldn’t have to cross the 
river every time they needed to go to the court-
house.

      ts selection as county seat began the domi-
nance of the town of Dallas within the county 
and the gradual decline of Farmers Branch. Until 
then, Farmers Branch had been the larger and 
more prominent community, largely because the 
Peters Colony agent was located there, and it was 
easier for pioneers to settle nearby. But in the 19th 
century, anybody with legal business usually had 
to go to the county courthouse, whether it was 
to pay taxes, get a marriage license, be a witness 

I



L12   LEGACIES Fall 2017

In this 1846 document, brothers-in-law  Isaac Webb and 
William Cochran agreed to swap prairie and timber land in 
the Farmers Branch area.
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or defendant in a lawsuit, convey property, etc. As 
a result, businesses began to spring up around the 
courthouse, such as livery stables, hotels, saloons, 
and stores, as well as offices for lawyers, surveyors, 
and the like.
 The benefits of being part of the United 
States were quickly apparent. Isaac Webb record-
ed attending a barbeque at Cedar Springs to cele-
brate Independence Day in 1846. “Good good 
for a new country,” he wrote. “A good turn out 
and the business of the day conducted in the very 
best of order such as I never have seen in any 
country.”33 The population began to climb. By 
1850, 2,743 people were living in Dallas County, 
163 of them in the new county seat. Some of 
these were foreign-born immigrants, two from 
Germany and about a dozen from England or 
Ireland—including a shoemaker, a plasterer, and 
a millwright. Two men had brought a shipment 
of goods from Shreveport and opened a general 
store in Dallas. The economy was beginning to 
diversify.
 Apparently deciding that it would be useful 
for him to be a member of the bar (that is, an 
attorney authorized to conduct legal business), on 
July 5, 1850, William applied to the District Court 
of Dallas County, stating that he had undergone 
examination as to his qualifications and produc-
ing testimonials of his good character. The 
District Judge, B. H. Martin, provided him with 
a license entitling him to all the privileges of an 
attorney-at-law, including the right to practice in 
the District and Superior courts of Texas. William 
took an oath, swearing that he would “faithfully 
and impartially discharge all the duty” incumbent 
on him as an attorney and that he would support 
the Constitution of the United States. He also 
further solemnly swore “that since the adoption 
of this Constitution by the Congress of the Unit-
ed States I, being a citizen of this State, have not 
fought a duel with deadly weapons within this 
State or without it, nor have I sent or accepted a 
challenge, or aided, advised, or assisted any person 
thus offending.” This oath William swore on July 
10, 1850.34

 It is unclear if William ever practiced as an 
attorney. He had never received any formal legal 
training, although he would have picked up the 
rudiments of the law in his work as County 
Clerk and in the State Legislature. His name was 
not among those of thirteen lawyers listed on a 
“roll of attorneys” appearing before the courts in 
Dallas County in a small record book entitled, 
“Motion Docket,” covering the years 1849 to 
1853.35 

 illiam Cochran apparently decided that 
he needed to live closer to Dallas. On April 
30, 1851, he purchased 640 acres from Perry 
Dakan on Browning Creek (later called Bach-
man Creek) near present-day Northwest High-
way and Midway Road.36 He reportedly paid $1 
per acre.37 William had already “swapped” some 
land with Isaac Webb in 1846, trading timber for 
prairie.38 In 1851 he must have managed to sell 
his Farmers Branch property for enough money 
to reinvest in the new site. His new farm proved 
quite fertile. William wrote to his mother on July 
18, 1852, “I never have seen finer crops in my life 
than we have this year. Wheat is turning out from 
20 to 35 bushels per acre. Corn will make from 
35 to 60 bushels per acre. Cotton and everything 
else looks fine.” In total, he expected to harvest 
about 400 bushels of wheat and corn, with wheat 
bringing 75 cents per bushel, and corn 30 cents a 
bushel. And he had planted 30 acres of cotton. He 
also reported that “general good health prevails,” 
and that three more of Nancy Jane’s sisters and 
their husbands—George Record, John Bachman, 
Levi Dennis—and her brother, William Hughes, 
“all talk of moving here this fall.”39 William’s 
enthusiasm for his new country had not lessened 
since his arrival nearly ten years earlier.
 William didn’t mention to his mother that 
he had recently become embroiled in a dispute 
between settlers and the Peters Colony agents. 
For some time, residents had been dissatisfied 
with the failure of the agents to issue proper land 

W
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titles and to provide the sort of assistance prom-
ised by the contract. At a meeting on May 25, 
1852, William Cochran was elected to a five-man 
committee which drafted resolutions protesting 
many of the actions of the emigration company. 
Six weeks later, a group of armed men led by 
John J. Good stormed the office of Henry Hedg-
coxe, the local agent, seized files and documents, 
and brought them to the Dallas County Court-
house for safekeeping. This incident has gone 
down in local history as “the Hedgcoxe war.” 
Peters Colony officials apologized to the settlers 
and gradually all the claims were settled.40

 The following spring, on March 6, 1853, 
William wrote to his mother again, reporting that 
the family had enjoyed “quite a pleasant winter,” 
and that corn planting time had arrived, “which 
looks well for the season.” He also reported that 
his cotton was on the way to Galveston for baling. 
“I have 22 bales,” he wrote, “which will make 
me a right pretty little sum of money.”41 William 
doesn’t mention how the cotton was being trans-
ported. Overland transport, by ox-drawn wagons, 
was so slow as to be hardly cost effective. John 
Neely Bryan and other early settlers had always 
hoped that the Trinity River might provide water 
transport, but the river was filled with dead tree 
limbs and other debris, and the water level varied 
widely depending on recent rainfall. In 1852 
the Rev. James A. Smith built a flatboat, which 
he named the Dallas, and set off down the Trin-
ity River with twenty-two bales of cotton and 
several bundles of cowhides. The boat got as far as 
Porter’s Bluff, about 80 miles south, only to find 
the water there too low to continue. It had taken 
four months just to get this far. The cotton bales 
had to be loaded on a wagon and hauled over-
land to Houston.42 William’s cotton must have 
gone overland the entire distance, a very slow and 
tedious journey.
 Finally, William reported to his mother that 
the population was increasing rapidly. “Our 
country is getting settled pretty thick. We now 
have 7 or 8 hundred voters in our county. When 
I came here there was about half a dozen, so 

we grow in Texas.” Among the new arrivals was 
William Hughes, “my wife’s youngest Brother,” 
who had moved to Dallas County the previous 
fall. “He is well pleased with the country.” In 
addition to Mary Webb and Sarah Williams, three 
more of Nancy Jane’s sisters and their husbands 
also settled in Dallas County, Serena and Obadiah 
Knight, Margaret and John Bachman, and Alice 
and George Record.
 Only a few weeks after William wrote to his 
mother, on March 19, 1853, Nancy Jane gave 
birth to another daughter, Sarah Jane, who died 
barely a week later, on April 7. The infant’s burial 
inaugurated what came to be known as Cochran 
Chapel Cemetery. According to descendants 
Anna Baker and Anne A. Cochran, William and 
Nancy Jane looked over their farm “to choose 
a right and proper place for a family graveyard.” 
They selected “a beautiful wooded spot on the 
southeast side of the branch that ran in front of 
their house a short distance away.”43

 Then, on April 24, William M. Cochran died 
of typhoid fever. No accounts indicate how he 
may have contracted the disease, or how long he 
may have been ill. Of a bacterial origin, typhoid 
fever can be transmitted by fleas or body lice, 
which were common problems in the 19th centu-
ry. In any case, William became the second burial 
in the new family cemetery, and Nancy Jane was 
suddenly left a widow with six children, ranging 
in age between fifteen and two. She herself was 
only 35 years old.
 But Nancy Jane Cochran must have been a 
strong and resourceful woman. She already had 
experience managing the farm by herself during 
those periods when William was serving in the 
State Legislature in Austin, and when he was away 
on business trips (such as the time he and Isaac 
Webb went to Red River County for the hogs). 
With the help of her children, she managed. A 
nephew, Col. R. E. L. Knight, described her as 
being “equal to any occasion: she could preach a 
funeral, survey land, draw up a deed, run a sizable 
farm, and operate a cotton gin.”44  Her son James 
Monroe, who was not quite seven years old when 
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church and cemetery. According to family tradi-
tion, she surveyed the land herself and wrote out 
the deed.47 The church constructed on this prop-
erty was named Cochran Chapel in honor of the 
donor.48 Nancy Jane was so diligent in seeing 
that her children attended church—according 
to another family story—that she sewed up the 
buttonholes of her sons’ underwear to keep them 
from disrobing for a swim in the creek instead.49 
All food to be eaten on Sunday had to be prepared 
in advance, since Nancy would allow no work in 
the kitchen or elsewhere on the Sabbath.50

 Nancy Jane was also determined that her 
children be well educated. Although we know 
nothing about William’s educational background, 
he was clearly quite literate. Otherwise, he would 
never have been elected county clerk or state 
legislator, licensed to practice law, or chosen for 
the committee to draft the protests against the 
Peters Company. Even though it entailed some 
sacrifice of her part (both financial and in terms 
of the lost labor of her sons), Nancy Jane sent her 
four oldest sons off to McKenzie College, three 
miles south of Clarksville, in Red River County. 
Not surprisingly, given Nancy Jane’s deep faith, 
this was a Methodist institution, chartered in 
1848. Awarding both B.A. and M.A. degrees, 
McKenzie trained nearly all the Texas Methodist 
ministers of the period. By 1854 it was the largest 
college in Texas, enrolling 300 students. Accord-
ing to one history, “its equipment was considered 
first-class, and the library probably had between 
2,000 and 3,000 volumes.” Tuition, board, room, 
and laundry cost $180 for ten months, no small 
sum for the time. The school had compulsory 
prayers at 4 A.M. and compulsory chapel atten-
dance.51  Nancy Jane’s oldest son, John, gradu-
ated with honors from McKenzie and stayed on 
as a teacher in 1858 and 1859. Her second son, 
Archelaus, went on to medical school in Louisi-
ana. 
 When the 1860 Federal Census was taken 
in Dallas County on July 6, Nancy Jane’s two 
youngest sons, James (age 14) and George (9), 

his father died, recalled taking butter and eggs 
and hams into town to sell. Thomas Crutchfield, 
proprietor of Dallas’s only hotel “always bought 
everything I had for sale, and he never failed to 
make me stay to dinner.” It didn’t occur to James 
at the time, he later said, that Crutchfield wanted 
“to make things so pleasant for me at the hotel 
that I would not sell my produce to anybody 
else.”45 Clearly, Nancy Jane expected each child 
to contribute to the family’s maintenance, appro-
priately for his or her age. Nancy Jane also contin-
ued operating William’s cotton gin for a few 
years, until she sold it in 1856 to Colonel John 
Coit, who moved it east of White Rock Creek, 
near the current location of Richardson.46

 Her religious faith continued to provide 
a firm foundation for Nancy Jane. On July 11, 
1856, she deeded four acres of her property to 
the Methodist Episcopal Church, South, for a 

Her husband’s death left Nancy Jane Cochran 
a widow with six children, but she continued 
managing the farm, educated her children, and 
donated land for what became Cochran Chapel 
United Methodist Church.
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were living at home with her, as well as her 
daughter, Martha. Nancy Jane’s occupation was 
listed simply as “Farmer.”52 Her third son, William 
Porter, was still a student at McKenzie in 1861 
when the Civil War broke out. He left college 
and enlisted in the Confederate Army, as did John 
and Archelaus. They were among many caught 
up in enthusiasm for the cause.53 Dallas was full 
of excitement and military display—parades, the 
booming of artillery salutes, and festive illumina-
tion of the town square. Enlistment in cavalry and 
artillery companies was brisk, with nearly one 
out of three eligible Dallas County men serving 
in the Confederate forces at some time. James 
Monroe, who was only 15 years old, didn’t enlist 
until 1863, serving in Company F under Captain 
Fayette Smith, 30th Texas Cavalry, General R. M. 
Gano’s Brigade, of the Trans-Mississippi Depart-
ment.54 James was the only one of the brothers 
to be wounded, in a battle at Roseville, Arkansas. 
According to descendants Anna Baker and Anne 
A. Cochran, “there was a possibility that he would 
lose his arm if he didn’t get home where he 
could obtain proper medical attention.” So James 
Monroe and a fellow soldier walked home, all the 
way from Arkansas. “But his arm was saved.”55 
After he recovered, he returned to active duty 
and served until the end of the war in 1865.
 Although Dallas County was never the scene 
of any fighting, life was difficult for its residents. 
“There is little market for anything,” Susan Good 
wrote her husband, Captain John Good, on 
September 22, 1861. “Money is scarcer than ever 
known. Many would be glad to sell wheat at 50 
ct. a bush[el] if they could get the money in hand. 
All the farmers can do is exchange their produce 
at reduced prices to the merchants and pay 100 
percent more on the goods than they have been 
in the habit of paying.”56  Little information has 
come down about how Nancy Jane Cochran 
coped during the conflict. In their history of 
Cochran Chapel Cemetery, Anna Baker and 
Anne E. Cochran wrote that while most of the 
men were away, “the women were afraid to put a 
light in the church at night. Prayer meetings were 

held in the northwest corner of the graveyard not 
far from the Cochran house. It was a familiar sight 
to see the women and children kneeling in prayer 
taking their problems to the Lord.”57 Another 
tradition is that James Monroe Cochran “was so 
impressed with the hardships his widowed moth-
er had endured during the war,” that “he vowed 
never again to play cards or to waste his time in 
any frivolous manner.”58 

 hen the 1870 Federal Census was taken, 
four of Nancy Jane’s sons were listed as living 
with her. John was joined by his wife, Martha, and 
two small children; William by his wife, Amanda, 
and their daughter; and James by his wife, Marga-
ret Lively, and their child. Nancy Jane’s youngest 
son, George, now 18, was also still at home. Typi-
cally, the occupations of the adult men are listed 
as “Farmer,” while those of the adult women are, 
“Keeps House.”59 This must have been a very 
crowded household, but perhaps it was only a 
temporary situation until at least two of the sons 
established farms of their own.
 Whatever the deprivations suffered by 
the women during the war, the Cochran farm 
appears to have been prospering. The Agricultur-
al Census, taken at the end of August 1870, lists 
75 acres of land under cultivation.60 From this the 
family had harvested 80 bushels of winter wheat, 
1,000 bushels of Indian corn, and 200 bushels of 
oats, as well as four bales of cotton and 10 bushels 
of sweet potatoes. The family had also produced 
200 pounds of butter and gathered 100 pounds 
of honey from bee hives. They had 19 horses, two 
mules, 11 milk cows, 12 working oxen, and 40 
hogs—the livestock valued at $1,600. Nancy Jane 
had paid $190 in wages, indicating the presence 
of some hired help—possibly seasonal labor.
 July 16, 1872, was a red-letter day for Dallas 
County when the first locomotive chugged into 
town, drawing a string of lumber-laden flat cars 
and a single passenger car at the rear. “I remember 
well the day when the first train arrived here over 

W
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the Houston & Texas Central Railroad,” recalled 
James Monroe Cochran in a newspaper inter-
view many years later. “There were many attend-
ing the ceremonies who had their first glimpse 
then of a railroad train. The engine was a little 
wood burner, with a wide, bell-mouthed smoke-
stack, and the coaches were small, uncomfortable 
affairs.”61

 The arrival of the railroads in 1872 and 1873 
transformed Dallas County into the major ship-
ping center for North Texas. The population 
soared as immigrants from the eastern United 
States and Europe arrived to open businesses. 
Suddenly those men and women who had been 
in the area since the 1840s and ’50s found them-
selves regarded as “old-timers.” Before their heri-
tage became lost, a group of pioneers got together 
on July 13, 1875, and formed the Dallas Coun-
ty Pioneer Association. Nancy Jane Cochran 
served as one of the vice presidents, along with 
her brother-in-law, Isaac Webb. Her oldest son, 
John H. Cochran, was a member of the executive 
committee, and all four of Nancy’s older sons and 
their wives were charter members.62

 This is the last recorded event in the life of 
Nancy Jane Hughes Cochran. She died October 
15, 1877, a few days shy of her sixtieth birthday. A 
notice in the Dallas newspaper reported that she 
had died at the home of her son William, although 
this was probably her own farm, which William 
was now operating.63 “The venerable lady was 
the wife of one of the earliest pioneers of Texas,” 
the newspaper reported, “and a most worthy and 
excellent wife and mother. She leaves a large circle 
of friends and several children, among whom is 
the Hon. John H. Cochran, representative in the 
legislature from this county.”64 She was laid to rest 
next to her late husband in the cemetery she had 
created.
 Nancy Jane left behind a family of which 
any parent could be proud. Her oldest son, John, 
had served as tax assessor and collector for Dallas 
County before being elected as a Democrat to 
the 14th State Legislature in 1873. He later served 
twice as Speaker of the House.65 Her second son, 

Archelaus, had actually served in the Legislature 
before John, in 1866, and then as a member of the 
Dallas City Council. Unlike his brothers, Arch 
was a Republican, which brought him several 
federal appointments after 1870, culminating in 
Postmaster for Dallas in 1879. In 1886 he was the 
Republican candidate for governor of Texas.66 
Nancy’s third son, William, took over the family 
farm.67 And through the next century and a half, 
Nancy and William’s descendants continued to 
contribute actively in the Dallas community. 
 The adventure that began in 1842 had 
succeeded, justifying the risks and challenges 
faced by the couple in establishing a home on the 
frontier.

After her death in 1877, Nancy Jane Cochran was 
buried beside her husband in the family cemetery, 
which they had founded 24 years earlier. Now 
located adjacent to Cochran Chapel United 
Methodist Church, it remains the burying ground for 
generations of Cochran descendants.

L
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“In Dallas They Shoot”
Crime in Dallas in the 

Late 19th Century

By Thomas H. Smith

    ollowing the Civil War, Texas earned a rep-
utation as a violent place. Dallas contributed to 
that image with shoot-outs, horse thieving, cattle 
rustling, and stagecoach robberies. Strategically 
placed at a crossing point on the Trinity River, 
during the Civil War Dallas had been a muster-
ing point for volunteers, a major war supplies de-
pot, and a jumping-off spot for expeditions into 
Arkansas, Missouri, and the Indian Territory. All 
kinds of traffic flowed freely and easily through 
the town. For nearly a decade following the war, 
a large, transient population ranged across North 
Texas, as former soldiers and formerly enslaved 
African Americans left devastated areas in the 
Deep South in search of a better life. The arrival 
of the railroads in the early 1870s transformed 
Dallas into a boom town that offered ample 
opportunities for the lawless as well as the law-
abiding. The population of single men soared, and 
saloons far outnumbered churches.1

 The proliferation of firearms certainly con-
tributed to a violent atmosphere. Although the 
toting of guns by the general population was 
banned during Reconstruction by edict and local 
legislation, few people were deterred. Women as 
well as men carried weapons. Rather than using 
hip holsters, most men concealed their pistols in 
the waistbands in back of their trousers or in a 
rear pocket. In describing gun fights, the news-
papers repeatedly refer to a man reaching behind 
him to draw his pistol. Women simply carried 
small caliber purse pistols.
 Contrary to the beliefs of western roman-
tics, there were no middle-of-the-street fast-
draw shoot-outs in Dallas. The closest to that 
type of conflict came during the wee hours on 
the morning of August 14, 1899. At the corner 
of Main and Poydrus, two Dallas police officers, 
Mounted Officer Albert P. Rawlins and Special 
Policeman Charles A. Daniels, traded shots as they 

F



LLEGACIES Fall 2017  21 

danced around the iron pole that supported the 
big clock in front of Knepfly and Sons Jewelry 
store. Rawlings, who was struck by Daniels’ only 
shot, slumped to the asphalt paving and died. 
Daniels, who was hit by his opponent’s third and 
last shot, dropped his pistol and staggered off to 
a drug store when he died an hour later. There 
were several witnesses. Their stories and Daniels’ 

deathbed confession indicated there was some 
bad blood between the two.  Upon running into 
each other that fateful night, Rawlins called Dan-
iels a “cowardly son-of-a-bitch,” and the shooting 
started.
 Two former mayors of Dallas, Ben Long and 
James Thurmond, were both shot and killed—the 
first in a saloon, the second in a courtroom. Born 

Ben Long, former Dallas mayor and respected citizen, was shot and killed by a 
disgruntled customer in a local saloon in 1877. 
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Benjamin Lang in Switzerland, Long came to 
Texas in 1855 as part of the ill-fated La Reunion 
Colony. Supporting the Union during the Civil 
War, he moved to Matamoros, Mexico, where he 
operated a wagon, carriage, and carpentry shop 
employing more than a dozen people. After his 
return to Dallas, he was appointed provisional 
mayor by Texas’ military government in Septem-
ber 1868, only to resign to visit his native country 
in 1870.2 He was elected mayor of Dallas in No-
vember 1872, in the first free elections since the 
end of the war, and served until being defeated 
for re-election in April 1874. He was then ap-
pointed U. S. Commissioner for North Texas.3

 Under Long’s leadership the Board of Al-
dermen passed ordinances attempting to prevent 
vice and immorality, including closing the houses 
of ill-fame on Main Street. In order to provide 
higher entertainment than saloons and gambling 
dens, Long constructed a swimming and boat-
ing lake on thirty-six acres and opened it to the 
general public. Its popularity lasted between 1874 
and 1877. Today the World Trade Center and the 
Infomart sit atop much of Long’s Lake.4 Long was 
ever gregarious and he had a strong moral com-
pass, two attributes that cost him his life. 
 On June 23, 1877, in the late afternoon, 
Long sat visiting with a friend in John Hausman’s 
Beer Saloon at the corner of Austin and Wood 
streets. A man called Reynolds (later identified as  
Reinalds), along with a woman and another 
man, entered the saloon and ordered drinks. Af-
ter some time, Reynolds tried to settle the bill 
but was ten cents short. Hausman admonished  
Reynolds, and a heated argument followed.  
Reynolds turned to Long and asked what he  
thought; Long agreed with Hausman that the bill 
should be paid. Reynolds then claimed that he 
was going to get more money and left the saloon. 
He soon returned with a five-barreled pistol in 
hand and exclaimed, “Now I’ve got the change. 
You double-teamed me awhile ago, and I’ll play 
for even.” Without warning, he fired at Long and 
then at Hausman. One bullet hit Long in the right 
side of his chest, while another struck the saloon 

keeper in his right arm. No doubt in shock, Long 
ran from the saloon toward his home. There it was 
discovered that the bullet had passed through his 
right lung. The former mayor expired shortly af-
ter.
 In the meantime, Reynolds had fled the 
building and ran toward the timbers along the 
Trinity River. A small impromptu citizens’ posse 
formed and gave chase. Shots were exchanged, 
and Reynolds, now with a fatal chest wound, 
surrendered. He was taken to a hospital; suffer-
ing badly, he asked that someone shoot him, but 
he was given a dose of morphine. He died mid-
morning on June 25.
 Ben Long was buried in Greenwood Cem-
etery on Sunday, June 25, 1877. As testimony to 
his popularity in Dallas, his funeral was one of the 
largest in the town to that date; in the procession 
were forty-nine carriages and fourteen horsemen. 
He left behind a wife and four children, the oldest 
only eight.5

  At approximately 1:50 P.M., on March 14, 
1882, another former mayor of Dallas, James M. 
Thurmond, was shot dead by attorney Robert E. 
Cowart in the Dallas County Courthouse.  The 
animosity between the two took less than two 
years to manifest itself in such a consuming rage 
that both lawyers at that moment on that day 
were willing to kill each other. Thurmond and 
Cowart each carried guns illegally, even though 
each had sworn an oath to uphold the law and 
seek justice. This story is extraordinary and shows 
that in the world, and especially in the political 
world, words matter and have consequences. 
 Thurmond came to Texas in 1870 or 1871 and 
was no stranger to politics and controversy. Born 
in Kentucky in 1836, he served with Company E 
in the 4th Kentucky Cavalry (Union). Educated in 
law, he emerged in Montana Territory where he 
supported a Democratic governor. After trying to 
defend a road agent particularly disliked by a local 
vigilante committee, Thurmond was run out of 
the state and went to Salt Lake City. There he be-
came a Republican and sued several members of 
the Montana vigilantes.  He won a settlement of 
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$8,000, but later he “compromised satisfactorily 
with all the persons concerned.”6

 In Texas Thurmond settled in Bryan, where 
Reconstruction Governor Edmund J. Davis ap-
pointed him mayor of that town and later as Dis-
trict Judge. He resigned that post to become edi-
tor of a Groesbeck newspaper. By 1872 he was 
in Dallas practicing law. At the inquest into his 

death, Thurmond was described as a person with 
“a sanguine temperament and an aggressive na-
ture,” “Machiavellian,” who enjoyed the excite-
ment and contentiousness of politics, believed 
himself shrewd and intelligent, and possessed 
“bitter prejudices and he was strongly attached to 
his friends.”7

 Born in Georgia in 1844, Robert Emmet 

Former Dallas Mayor James M. Thurmond was shot and killed in a Dallas courtroom by a 
respected attorney, who was subsequently acquitted.
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Cowart came to Texas in 1874 at the age of 30 
after obtaining a law degree. He had served in 
Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia during the Civil 
War with Longstreet’s Division in the 7th Georgia 
Regiment and was engaged in all the major en-
gagements of that storied army. He was wounded 
five times. He was active politically in Dallas, and 
he had two specific dramatic encounters with 
Thurmond: one, when Thurmond was mayor 
and the second when the ex-mayor ran again for 
that office
 In 1879 Thurmond defeated incumbent 
mayor William Cabell to assume leadership of 
the growing city. But his tenure in office was 
cut short. As mayor he expected his orders to be 
obeyed and his City Council to support him. But 
that was not the way. He immediately clashed 
with the city’s town marshal, William F. Norton 
and his police force, with the City Council, and 
with William Green Sterett, editor of the Dallas 
Daily Herald. The police chief charged Thurmond 
with “abuse of power,” for being in league with 
robbers, prostitutes, gamblers, and horse thieves, 
and of maligning police integrity and upright-
ness. In turn, the mayor charged Norton with 
drinking on the job, not carrying out direct or-
ders, encouraging the police not to follow the 
mayor’s orders, being in cahoots with robbers and 
thieves, and more. Thurmond was angry at Ster-
ett because the editor referred to him in print as 
“Dallas Disgrace,” “Pie Eater,” and “Mongal.”
 The major disputes revolved around the 
reforms dealing with gambling and prostitu-
tion.  The mayor preferred a moderate, gradual 
approach to dealing with these issues, while the 
Marshal advocated immediate eradication. The 
Marshal ignored Thurmond’s directives, and both 
men made charges against the other to the Coun-
cil.  The infighting became bitter and dangerous 
as fisticuffs were threatened in meetings and once, 
during a heated encounter, a policeman pulled a 
pistol and shot in the air while in the presence of 
the mayor. Council formed special investigating 
committees and unfavorable reports were made 
against the mayor. The controversy continued for 

about eighteen months until August 1880, after a 
three day public “hearing,” when the Council re-
solved a lack of confidence in the mayor and de-
clared the office vacant. Attorney Robert Cowart 
was a prominent figure in that meeting, assisting 
the City Attorney in almost a prosecutorial role 
against Thurmond, and was quite harsh in his 
criticisms.8 
 Thurmond did not take the “impeachment” 
lightly and made several unsuccessful attempts to 
regain his office. In the mayoral election of Sep-
tember 14, 1880, he ran against John J. Good and 
lost, but the campaign was very bitter. Campaign-
ing on behalf of Good, Cowart continued his an-
imosity and harsh language against Thurmond.9

 Eighteen months later, on March 14, 
1882, Thurmond and Cowart met at the Dal-
las County Courthouse, where they were both 
involved in the same trial in District Court. Just 
after the noon recess and before the trial renewed, 
Thurmond returned to the courtroom; Cowart 
was already in the room. As Thurmond entered, 
Cowart called to him to join him in a room off 
the courtroom; the ex-mayor obliged but the 
conversation lasted less than a minute. As Thur-
mond come out the door, he said to Cowart, 
“You won’t do it,” and Cowart replied, “I will.”  
Thurmond said, “You haven’t got the nerve!”  
“We will see,” responded Cowart as he reached 
the table behind the bar close to the judge’s stand 
and sat down, put his feet up on the table, and 
crossed his hands behind his head. As he was sit-
ting down, Thurmond, who was outside the bar, 
began to move in front of it and, as he shifted his 
cane from his right hand to his left, said  loudly: 
“You have slandered me and my family,”  “I have 
not slandered your family,” Cowart protested and 
began to stand up. As Thurmond passed through 
the bar, he said, “If you will do it, now get ready,” 
and added “You have, God damn you.” At that, 
the ex-mayor reached behind his back to draw 
his pistol.  J. C. Kearby, who was standing next to 
Thurmond, put his hand on his shoulder and said, 
“Don’t do it!”  Thurmond responded, “Damn 
him, I am not afraid of him; let him come. I am 
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ready for him.” Seeing that Thurmond had drawn 
his nickel-plated .38 caliber. Hopkins and Allen 
and was bringing it forward to prepare to fire, 
Cowart pulled a pistol from his hip pocket and 
fired. Thurmond died immediately as Cowart’s 
bullet hit him above his left eye at the hair line.
 “There had been for a long while a spirit of 
personal hostility between them as it appeared 
to all who knew them,” the Dallas Daily Herald 
observed. “The smoldering spark required but a 
slight breeze to beget a personal collision.”  
 Cowart was tried twice for Thurmond’s 
murder. The first trial was in early May 1882 in 

which he was found guilty and given seven years 
in the state penitentiary. Cowart immediately 
was granted a new trial that took place in June 
1883. In that second trial the jury took no delib-
erations about the facts of the case and Cowart 
was acquitted “with the loudest spontaneous ap-
plause.” The day following the murder, the Dallas 
Daily Herald lamented the amount of violence in 
Texas, including Thurmond’s killing, and offered 
a thoughtful and sobering observation. “The 
statute against the carrying of concealed weap-
ons seems not to work in this or other states, and 
some other one had but be tried. The carrying 

Dallas’s fifth County Courthouse had only recently opened when Robert Cowart shot James Thurmond 
there in 1882. 
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The exploits of Belle Starr were embellished in pulp fiction such as this book, which 
called her “The Bandit Queen.”
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of the pistol by dangerous characters,” the editor 
commented, “begets the necessity of a protective 
provision of similar kind on the part of the better 
class. Let the weapons be kept beyond the state,” 
he conjectured, “if the law against their being 
carried on the person cannot be executed.”10    
 The incident provoked a satirical com-
ment from as far away as the Alabama Law Jour-
nal.  Comparing customs among attorneys in 
different Texas cities, the editors observed that in 
Austin, they call each other names until the sher-
iff restores order, in Galveston, they taunt each 
other, and in Houston they behave themselves 
only because they are afraid to enter the dilapi-
dated courthouse. But “in Dallas they shoot.”11

 It cannot be emphasized too strongly the in-
fluence that liquor played in the violent crimes in 
Dallas following the Civil War. In most murders, 
intoxication was implicated in both non-domes-
tic and domestic shootings and knifings. Many of 
the culprits were on binges, drinking for days on 
end, from saloon to saloon. Too often, the victim 
was well known to the murderer and had shared 
many a drink before an argument or disagree-
ment over some imagined wrong or slight ended 
in tragedy.  
 On the morning of Christmas Eve, 1869,  
J. J. Fendley, carrying a bottle, was crossing Com-
merce Street. Mike Sedberry, apparently seized 
by a deep urge for target practice, fired his six-
shooter at Fendley’s bottle. City Marshal John C. 
Thomas arrested Sedberry, who subsequently got 
loose. Later that day, the two met in a saloon at 
the corner of Commerce and Jefferson. Sedberry, 
drawing a knife, accused Thomas with stealing his 
pistol. Defending himself, Thomas drew a der-
ringer and the two men began to scuffle. The 
marshal dropped Sedberry with a single blow to 
the head that ended the encounter. But, at 3 P.M., 
Sedberry, much liquored-up by this time, con-
fronted Thomas in front of the City Hotel and 
opened fire on him with a “worthless old-fash-
ioned pistol” from about twenty-five paces away. 
In response, the marshal drew his revolver and 
returned the fire, hitting Sedberry once in the 

leg and three times in the chest, killing him on 
the spot.12 In an ironic footnote, five months af-
ter the shooting, Thomas fled Dallas without first 
depositing the town’s portion of fines he had col-
lected.13 Town Marshals tended to come and go. 
Edwin Basey who was appointed marshal next, 
lasted only five months and was replaced by E. 
H.  F. Nichols.14  
 While the early criminal justice system was 
fairly quick to solve the crime, particularly in 
capital cases, execution of the sentence was not 
necessarily swift. There were, on occasions, cas-
es in which a person committed a crime in the 
morning, was arrested and tried before supper, 
and sentenced to jail before the sun went down. 
In the spring of 1909, E. Dillingham was charged 
at 9:30 A.M. with the theft of a pair of underwear 
from a wash line, arrested five minutes later, pled 
guilty at 9:45, and was sentenced to fifteen days in 
the county jail.15  These cases, however, were rela-
tively rare. In some murder cases, knowledgeable 
lawyers, stalling for time, repeatedly pushed the 
case back on the docket into another court term. 
When the trial was finally called, essential pros-
ecution witnesses, because of the transient nature 
of the town, were long gone, and the case would 
be dismissed. If the accused was convicted, an ap-
peal might be lodged, and in more cases than not, 
a new trial was granted and the whole process 
was repeated. During long drawn out cases, when 
there was no one to plead for the deceased, the 
accused, if incarcerated for a long time, began to 
be viewed as the victim and received public sym-
pathy.
 A small group of scoundrels who made a 
nuisance of themselves in Dallas lived ten miles 
to the southeast in Scyene. Among them were the 
Younger family, including brothers Cole, Jim, and 
John; Myra Maybelle Shirley (who later became 
Belle Starr); and her husband, Jim Reed. Early 
in 1871, John Younger and his friend Tom Por-
ter (whose real name was Thompson McDaniels) 
got into a shooting scrape in Scyene. Charles H. 
Nichols, Dallas County Deputy Sheriff, along 
with several other men, including James Mahon, 
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a blacksmith, was sent to arrest the pair. Nichols, 
who knew Younger from Missouri, made the ar-
rest and obliged his captives by allowing them to 
finish their breakfasts outside the deputy’s sight. 
For whatever reason, Nichols failed to disarm his 
prisoners.
 Placing guards at the livery to see that Young-
er and Porter did not escape, the trustful Nichols 
and Mahon waited for the two in Clements’ store. 
Before long, Younger and Porter entered the store 
and opened fire, instantly killing Mahon and 
wounding Nichols, but not before the deputy got 
off a shot which hit Younger’s arm. Shot in the 
neck, the 28-year old Nichols lingered for four 
days before he died on January 20, leaving behind 
a wife. Younger and Porter escaped northward 
into the Indian Territory and their killing spree 
did not stop. On January 16, while crossing the 
Red River on a ferry boat, they opened fire on 
an unsuspecting posse and killed two, including a 
sheriff.16 
 Despite the departure of the Younger broth-
ers, however, troublemakers from Scyene contin-
ued to plague Dallas authorities into the 1880s. 
In late March 1875, a group of Scyene citizens, 
fed up with the local lawlessness and embarrassed 
that their village was a haven for outlaws, formed 
themselves into a vigilante group determined to 
bring all offenders to justice.  Belle Starr, howev-
er, had other ideas. Boasting she had twenty-five 
men ready to ride against Scyene, she threatened 
to burn out anyone who helped the vigilantes. 
The Dallas Herald, arguing that the southeast 
corner of Dallas County had “not reached that 
degree of advanced civilization so desirable in 
Christian community,” encouraged the good citi-
zens of Scyene.17  In 1877, on several hot August 
nights, Scyene rowdies rode up and down Dallas 
streets, yelling like Comanches and firing their 
pistols. The Dallas police put on extra men and 
made some arrests, but the Scyene boys promised 
to come back “well heeled.”18 From the Point 
Breeze Saloon in East Dallas, their favorite haunt, 
the Scyene gang still made a nuisance of them-
selves for local authorities as late as May 1880.19

 Horse thieving and cattle rustling troubled 
Dallas for many years following the Civil War.  
Between 1870 until the turn of the century, horses 
were taken from everyone, regardless of social sta-
tus or race, and they were filched from every-
where—barns, private stables, public livery sta-
bles, yards, hitching posts, and pastures. Report-
ing three horses stolen one evening in January 
1872, one from a white and two from “John, a 
freedman,” Norton’s Union Intelligencer judged that 
“Horse stealing is becoming more common of 
late.”20 Dr. R. H. Jones had his horse and saddle 
taken from his own stable on Ross Avenue in 
April 1874, and J. D. Kerfoot’s horse was brazenly 
stolen from in front of his law office in 1876. In 
May 1874 the Dallas Daily Herald claimed that 
almost every day a theft of a horse was reported. 
The crime did not abate as the years passed. The 
same paper said the same thing in 1881, and by 
the beginning of 1887 the paper lamented that 
“horse thieves are plenty” in Dallas even though 
the police “have pockets full of descriptions.”21

 The Dallas police, the Dallas County sher-
iff ’s department, and individuals all worked to 
solve the problem, but there were too many 
horses and too many thieves. John Greenwald 
chased W. P. Skelton, who had stolen his horse, 
clear to Bell County and brought him back for 
trial.  Charlie Nugent, a well-known horse thief 
in the area, was arrested by Newt Ogden, a Dallas 
deputy sheriff, on a north-bound train in 1875. 
At Plano Nugent bolted and was wounded by 
Ogden. Not slowed by the wound, however, 
Nugent was chased, tackled, and held by a black 
man named Albert until authorities arrived to re-
arrest the thief. For his effort, Dallas Sheriff James 
Edward Barkley bought Albert a pair of boots.22 
In 1875 deputy sheriffs arrested Hy McDaniel, 
one of the most desperate horse thieves that in-
fested the state, Tom Sisk, “a noted frontier horse 
thief,” and Henry Shumake, a black horse thief 
who had been hiding in the Trinity Bottoms. The 
McQuerter cousins stole some horses in March 
1877 from near Cedar Hill and corralled them 
on a flat along the Trinity. The owners gave chase 
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and in the following gun battle, one of the Mc-
Querters was wounded and arrested.23 On a quiet 
Sunday afternoon in May the same year, a small 
procession of heavily armed men pushed two 
horse thieves in front of them toward the Dallas 
sheriff ’s office. One, Walker Johnson, had stolen 
a horse in Hopkins County, was chased, and was 
captured near White Rock. The local newspaper 
commented that he would be lucky indeed if a 
jury ever heard his case.24 When W. W. Hargrove, 
brother to the notorious “Babe” Hargrove, was 
rousted by sheriff ’s deputies from a house at the 
corner of Elm and Live Oak the next year, the 
town was astir. The brothers had been busy steal-
ing horses from the counties around Dallas.25 One 
of the “most notorious and daring horse thieves” 
in North Texas, John Preston, was arrested on a 
Dallas street in 1881. The same year, the sheriff 
of Hayes County killed Billy Melton, who had 
stolen two of Sam Peterson’s horses near the fair 
grounds.
 While individuals stole horses, organized 
gangs also worked Dallas and its neighboring 
counties. The heavily wooded bottoms along the 
Trinity River were a favorite place to hide them-
selves and their horses. Roderick Meyers, an Afri-
can American, was one of the last of a horse steal-
ing gang to be arrested in the fall of 1875. Several 
years later, an unsuccessful raid was made on a 
gang of horse thieves headed by Frank Weaver 
operating from Bois d’Arc Island south of Dallas 
on the Trinity River.26 It was not until mid-1895 
that a report claimed the last of a gang of horse 
thieves that had ranged out over 200 miles from 
Dallas was rounded up from the Trinity Bottoms 
and sentenced.27

 For those horse thieves arrested and brought 
to trial, sentences could be harsh. Two to ten years 
in the state penitentiary was not uncommon. In 
1880, in the Dallas District Court, M. Angell 
got five years, while Bud Williams and Howard 
Lillard received ten each. Some luckless thieves, 
however, never made it to trial. In July 1873 the 
Dallas Daily Herald noted that a Dallas County 
horse thief had been summarily hung from a tree 

limb.28 The next year the newspaper reported that 
the sale of rope in Dallas was brisk since a rain 
had made tracking easy.29 
 The patience of law-abiding citizens was 
sorely tried. By 1880 farmers in Dallas and 
Kaufman counties formed vigilante committees 
to combat the loss of their horses; hangings were 
not ruled out.30 The next year the Dallas Daily 
Herald reported the organization of several vigi-
lante committees in the county that would not 
rule out the use of “the old ‘hemp’ method of 
putting a stop to the thieving.”31 On November 
1, 1881, the Protective and Detective Association 
of Texas, a joint stock company, was organized 
by James A. Duncan and his son Jack, who later 
became a notable law enforcement man around 
Dallas. With so much livestock being stolen, the 
Duncans saw a way to make money from the 
thefts on the right side of the law. The Association 
sold livestock protection by branding the horses 
of subscribers with a “C,” registering the animals 
and, if stolen, making the descriptions available to 
law enforcement officers.32 The Association con-
tinued to at least 1887 when it advertised for an 
agent to conduct its business.
 Cattle rustling was troublesome in Dallas 
County as well as horse thieving. In the spring 
of 1870, sixty-four Dallas farmers in Precinct 4 
in the northern portion of the county met to 
protest the stealing of their stray cattle. Appar-
ently while the Dallas county farmers were busy 
in their fields, people from Denton and Collins 
rode through and herded away all stray and un-
marked cattle, branded them, and sold them in 
the Dallas market. The Precinct 4 farmers called 
for the practice to cease or, they warned, “punish-
ment shall be swift and sure.”33 This threat appar-
ently scared no one. In January 1874, after finding 
twenty-six stolen cattle in a railroad pen, Sheriff 
Barkley called for help from the county’s farm-
ers to help rid the county of “the banditti who 
are systematically and on an enormous scale rob-
bing the county almost daily of stock.”34 When 
Judge Nat Burford was asked to reduce bail for 
W. G. Perry, charged with stealing a yoke of oxen 
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in 1875, he wryly replied that he saw cattle rus-
tling as a greater plague that the grasshoppers in 
Kansas.35 Even though many cattle rustlers were 
caught, tried, and sentenced, getting usually from 
two to five years, the practice continued into the 
mid-1880s.
 Livestock wasn’t the only valuable at risk. 
Stagecoach holdups were frequent, with passen-
gers forced at gunpoint to surrender their money 
and jewelry. Although the Texas & Pacific Rail-
road reached Dallas in 1873, a nationwide “fi-
nancial panic” halted constructed at Eagle Ford, 
several miles to the west. Until it resumed four 
years later, stagecoaches continued to provide 
transportation. On May 18, 1876, an El Paso stage 
with four passengers left Eagle Ford headed to 
Fort Worth. Two miles west, at Dickman’s Post 
Office, the stage was stopped by three masked 
and mounted men carrying Spencer rifles and 
six handguns. The passengers were ordered out 
of the stage and commanded to surrender their 
money.
 While this robbery was going on, a second 
stage coming from Fort Worth pulled up, was 
stopped, and was also robbed. The highwaymen 
unhitched the horses. One robber stood guard 
over the victims while the other two went out 
to meet a third stage coming from Fort Worth 
to Dallas. Its passengers were ordered out and, 
like the others, who now numbered fifteen, were 
robbed.
 Moments later a hack, owned by Captain 
Work of Dallas, came along. Work must have fig-
ured out what was going on, because he ignored 
the robbers’ orders to stop and sped by. The rob-
bers opened fire, and Martin Culver of Corpus 
Christi was hit in the face by a splinter knocked 
loose by a bullet.
 Finished with their work, the robbers shot 
their own horses and took those from the stages. 
They headed toward the Indian Territory, boast-
ing of taking a total of $7,000 from the passen-
gers. When news of the robberies reached Fort 
Worth, the sheriff formed a posse of fifteen and 
set out in chase.36 

 So the reputation of Texas as a violent place 
during Reconstruction and after was well earned. 
And there were many more types of crime com-
mitted in Dallas than are covered in this survey. 
Petty larceny (house breaking, theft) and felonies 
(spousal abuse, gambling, prostitution, adultery, 
rape) kept the Dallas police force busy. Law-abid-
ing citizens in Dallas and other localities worked 
hard to minimize, if not eliminate, the criminal 
element in hopes of building communities that 
would encourage investment and growth. But 
their task was daunting and progress slow. 

 1The population of the town of Dallas increased from 
775 in 1860 to 3,000 in 1870, and then to 10,358 in 1880. 
See “Dallas By the Decade,” Legacies 3, no. 2 (Fall 1991): 18-
20. Meanwhile, the population of the county grew from 
8,665 in 1860 to 13,414 in 1870 and 33,477 in 1880. See 
“Dallas County Time Line,” Legacies 8, no. 2 (Fall 1996): 6-7.
 2Interestingly, it was not until 1869, after he was in the 
mayor’s office, that Long became a naturalized citizen of his 
adopted country.
 3Christopher Ohan, “Ben Long: The Politics of Dallas’s 
Practical Utopian,” Legacies 14, no. 1 (Spring 2002): 4-11. 
 4George Cook, “Hidden in Plain Sight: The Story of 
Long’s Lake,” Legacies 22, no. 1 (Spring 2010): 2-44.
 5 The story of Long’s shooting is reported in the Dallas 
Daily Herald, June 24 – 26, 1877.
 6For the Montana story, see Mark C. Dillon, The Mon-
tana Vigilantes: Gold, Guns, and Gallows (Logan, UT: Utah 
State University Press, 2013).
 7Dallas Weekly Herald, February 2, 1875.
 8This story was constructed from the Galveston Daily 
News, April 29 to December 3, 1879 (microfilm copies of 
the Dallas Daily Herald are missing for that period) and the 
Dallas Daily Herald, February 2, 1879 to October 17, 1880; 
also Minutes of the City Council, January 7, 1879 to De-
cember 8, 1879, in the Dallas City Archives. For a scholarly 
look at prostitution in Dallas, see Gwinnetta Malone Crow-
ell, “To Keep Those Red Lights Burning: Dallas’s Response 
to Prostitution, 1874-1913,” M.A. Thesis, University of Texas 
at Arlington, 2009.
 9This was the first municipal election in which an Asian 
voted. Lang Chang, Chinese, also known as John Johnson, 
who had been in the U.S. 32 years and claimed U.S. citizen-
ship, declared he wished to vote. Challenged, he claimed he 
was granted citizenship in New Orleans but could not pro-
duce the paperwork. It was agreed that if he swore before the 
District Judge that he was a citizen, or pledged to become 
one, he could vote. He cast his vote for Good. See “A China-
man Voted,” Dallas Daily Herald, September 15, 1880.
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 10Cowart had a very active and busy life after the affair 
with Thurmond. For fifteen years he served on the Uni-
versity of Texas’s Board of Regents and for twelve years he 
argued for the navigation of the Trinity River as a lobbyist 
in Washington, D. C. for the Dallas Chamber of Commerce. 
When the United State entered World War I, Cowart went 
to France to find the best method to distribute the mail to 
the American Expeditionary Forces and for five years was 
the confidential advisor to U. S. Postmaster General Albert 
S. Burleson. He earned a permanent place in local history 
when, in 1875, after visiting Fort Worth, he wrote the edi-
tor of the Dallas Daily Herald that “things were so quiet he 
had seen a panther asleep on Main Street, undisturbed by 
the rush of men or the hum of trade.” Fort Worth quickly 
turned a humorous slight into an endearing nickname: Pan-
ther City. Dallas Weekly Herald, February 2, 1875.
 11Alabama Law Journal, Vol. 1, no. 3 (June 1882): 123-24.
 12Dallas Daily Herald, January 1, 15, 1870.
 13City of Dallas, Minutes of the Board of Directors, May 
30, 1870, p. 16.
 14Ibid., June 2, 1870, p. 16; November 19, 1879, p. 19.
 15Dallas Daily Times Herald, April 3, 1909.
 16Dallas Daily Herald, March 18, 1871.
 17Ibid., April 17, 1875.
 18Ibid., August 16, 21, 1877.
 19Ibid., May 7, 1880. For more on Belle Starr, see Eliza-

beth York Enstam, “Why Belle Starr? or Whatever Hap-
pened to Myra Maybelle Shirley Reed?” Legacies 12, no. 2 
(Fall 2000): 4-10.
 20Norton’s Union Intelligencer, January 27, 1872.
 21See Dallas Daily Herald, May 30, 1874; August 2, 1881; 
January 19, 1887.
 22Dallas Daily Herald, October 29, 1875.
 23Ibid., March 16, 1877.
 24Ibid., May 1, 1877.
 25Ibid., April 19, 1878.
 26Galveston Daily News, January 23, 1879.
 27Ibid., May 4, 1895.
 28Ibid., July 10, 1873.
 29Ibid., June 20, 1874.
 30Marshall Tri-Weekly Herald, March 20, 1880.
 31Dallas Daily Herald, August 4, 1881.
 32Dallas City Directory, 1883; 1884-1885. Dallas Daily  
Herald, March 10, 1883; May 9, 1883; Dallas Weekly Herald, 
April 5, 1883. The Dallas Morning News, May 1, 1887. For 
more on Jack Duncan, see Rick Miller’s biography, Bounty 
Hunter (Creative Publishing Company, 1988), 129-130.
 33Dallas Daily Herald, April 16, 1870.
 34Ibid., January 10, 1874.
 35Ibid., June 20, 1875.
 36Galveston Daily News, May 19, 1876.
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As 1927 dawned, the city of Dallas was booming, nearing a population of 
280,000 people. A spate of recent building activity had dramatically boosted the downtown 

skyline. Just in the previous five years, the Magnolia Building, the Medical Arts Building, the 

Dallas Athletic Club, the Baker Hotel, the Hilton Hotel, the Cotton Exchange Building, the 

Republic National Bank Building, the Santa Fe Terminal, and the new First Methodist Church 

had been completed. Ford Motor Company had purchased a large tract of land along East 

Grand Avenue in 1924 and soon began creating a $1 million assembly and manufacturing plant, 

adding 2,000 jobs to the city’s workforce by 1927.

Streetcars disgorge hundreds of eager attendees into the Parry Avenue entrance gates to the State 
Fair. The Fair Park Coliseum (1910) looms in the background.
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Regular air mail service between Dallas and Chicago had been initiated in 1926, reducing 

mail transit time to New York by two full days. Then in 1927, the city demonstrated its faith 

in the future by purchasing Love Field, the former U.S. Army aviation facility located on the 

city’s northwest fringes.

More than 50,000 telephones were in service in Dallas, the most of any Southern city. 

Dallas was also the wealthiest city in Texas in terms of property valuation. The state of Texas 

could boast of over a million automobile registrations, seventh highest in the entire nation.

By Mark Rice

It Was 90 Years Ago Today

The Automobile and Manufacturers Building was completed in 1922 and boasted 92,000 square feet 
of floor space. The facility showcased new autos during the annual State Fair of Texas and housed 
manufacturers’ exhibitions the rest of the year. Remnants of the building were incorporated into 
the re-designed Automobile Building during the massive overhaul for the 1936 Texas Centennial 
Exposition. 

1927 STATE FAIR
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Despite the state’s and city’s rising fortunes, 1927 proved a bittersweet year for the State 

Fair of Texas. In January, Captain William H. Gaston died. Gaston had been the guiding 

light of the annual event for many years. He had donated much of the land that housed the 

fairgrounds, and he had served six terms as President of the State Fair during the 1890s. Then 

in April 1927, new State Fair President Louis Lipsitz died suddenly in Mineral Wells. Past 

President Harry Olmsted quickly stepped in to helm the 1927 event, which would feature a 

return to horse racing on a revamped three-quarter-mile track, a horseshoe pitching contest 

and a hog calling contest, among other attractions.

This aerial view of Fair Park circa 1930 reflects the appearance of the fairgrounds in the final years 
before the comprehensive Texas Centennial overhaul of 1936. Major 1920s additions to Fair Park are 
shown in the lower right quadrant of the picture, including the Automobile and Manufacturers Building 
(1922), the Fair Park Auditorium (1925), and the Fair Park swimming pool (1926).
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A driving rain and chilly temperatures marred the 41st State Fair’s opening day on 

October 8, but more than 53,000 paying customers still passed through the turnstiles. 

Fairgoers wearing overcoats and sheltering beneath umbrellas passed up the usual ice cream 

stands in favor of concession stands that offered hot food and drink. Some rain-soaked 

attendees avoided the elements by perusing more than 150 new car models on display in 

the 92,000-square-foot Automobile and Manufacturers Building, completed in 1922. In a 

novel touch, forty of the autos were allowed to perform demonstration circuits within a 

fenced oval track inside the big building, showing off their handling characteristics and their 

quiet and smokeless engines. Amazingly, no reports of minor accidents or carbon monoxide 

complaints were in evidence.

The Fair Park Auditorium  hosted daily presentations of Countess Maritza to 1927 fairgoers. The 
fan-shaped, Spanish-themed auditorium seated 5,000 patrons and featured a massive pipe organ. 
The much-remodeled facility would later become the State Fair Music Hall.

It Was 90 Years Ago Today

1927 STATE FAIR
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The Fair Park Auditorium hosted daily 

performances of Countess Maritza, a romantic 

comedy operetta set in 1920s Hungary and 

featuring the original Broadway cast and a grand 

opera ensemble of eighty voices. Ticket prices 

ranged from 50 cents for General Admission 

matinee seats to $2.50 for prime Reserved Seating 

at evening performances. The Spanish-styled 

Auditorium had just been completed in time for 

the 1925 State Fair. The fan-shaped structure was 

capable of seating 5,000 patrons and boasted a 

massive pipe organ and the inscription “The True, 

The Good and The Beautiful” across the facade. 

Prominent merchant Alex Sanger suggested the 

inscription after seeing it emblazoned on the 

Frankfurt Opera House in his native Germany.

In a newly burnished Fair Park stadium, 

17,000 fans watched the University of Texas 

Longhorn football team vanquish Vanderbilt on 

October 15. Fair skies and warm temperatures 

returned for most of the Fair’s two-week run, 

and total attendance set a record by soaring back 

over the one million mark. As the nation sped 

toward the dark days that would follow the stock 

market crash of 1929, Texas and Dallas were still 

enjoying the Roaring Twenties. L

Sources
The Dallas Morning News, October 1927.
Darwin Payne, Big D: Triumphs and Troubles of an American 
Supercity in the 20th Century (Dallas: Three Forks Press, 2000).
Nancy Wiley, The Great State Fair of Texas: An Illustrated History 
(Dallas: Taylor Publishing Company, 1985).
Mark Rice, Downtown Dallas (2007).

Countess Maritza, a comic operetta set in 1920s 
Hungary, was first performed in Vienna in February 1924. 
The U.S. debut at New York’s Shubert Theater followed in 
September 1926. The original Broadway cast was retained 
for the operetta’s successful two-week run during the 
1927 State Fair of Texas. 
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STEP INTO THE PAST

Nestled within 13 tree-lined acres, Dallas Heritage Village is 
comprised of 38 historic structures, including a working farm, 

elegant Victorian homes, a school, a church and turn-of-the-last-
century Main Street. The Village is open Tuesday - Saturday,  

10 a.m. - 4 p.m. & Sunday, Noon - 4 p.m. 

 
COMING SOON. . . 

History Quest
Saturday, November 5th • Noon – 4:00 p.m.

Farina Lecture Series
Thursday, November 9th • Reception–6:30 p.m. • Lecture–7:00 p.m.

Candlelight
December 9th & December 10th • 3:00 p.m. – 9:00 p.m.

Barnyard Buddies
Wednesday: November 8th, December 13th & March 14th 

11:00 a.m.

Spring Fling
March 13th -  16th • 10:00 a.m. – 4:00 p.m.

5th Annual Jazz Age Sunday Social
Sunday, March 18th • Noon – 5:00 p.m.

For more information, visit  
www.DallasHeritageVillage.org or call 214-413-3674 

1515 South Harwood; Dallas, Texas 
One block south of the Farmer’s Market

Find us on Facebook
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Juanita Craft
Another Unsung Heroine of 
the Civil Rights Movement

By W. Marvin Dulaney

n 1969, Juanita Jewel Craft won the presti-
gious Linz Award. The award, presented annually 
by the Linz Brothers and the Dallas Times Herald, 
recognized a Dallas citizen who had made the 
greatest public service to the community in the 
preceding year. The awards committee of twenty-
four businessmen recognized Mrs. Craft for her 
work in exposing fraudulent business schools in 
Dallas. The schools had promised African-Amer-
ican youths training and jobs to attract them to 
the city but had failed to provide them adequate 
living facilities and the training that they needed 
to secure employment. Mrs. Craft had investigat-
ed the schools, found resources for the students 
who did not have the funds to secure adequate 
room and board, and led a campaign to force the 
schools to have licenses and other accreditation to 
regulate how they operated in Dallas. Ironically, 
Mrs. Craft received the city’s most prestigious ser-
vice award for the actions that she took to protect 
only a small segment of the African-American 

community. It did not recognize or acknowledge 
that for over thirty years she had been one of the 
city’s and the state’s most active citizens fighting 
for equal rights for all.1

Juanita Craft was an important civil rights 
activist in the state of Texas. Her life epitomized 
the grassroots activism and the contributions of 
ordinary people to the civil rights movement. She 
was not a part of the African-American elite or 
the middle class. She was not a member of the 
women’s club or social uplift movements that 
emerged in the early twentieth century. She was 
just an ordinary woman who made an extraor-
dinary contribution to racial and social justice in 
the United States. She touched the lives of hun-
dreds of young people, many of whom still carry 
on her legacy. Despite her contributions, she is 
largely unknown, unheralded, and unsung. 

Juanita Jewel Shanks was born in Round 
Rock, Texas, in 1902, and she grew up and at-
tended school in Austin. Her father, David Shanks, 

I



LLEGACIES Fall 2017  39 

Appointed state organizer for the NAACP in 1946, Juanita Craft traveled throughout Texas, 
Louisiana, and Oklahoma to organize branches and to raise money. Here she is met at a train 
station by a local supporter.

was a lecturer and an educator. He was also a di-
rect descendant of African Americans who had 
been enslaved, which made Juanita Shanks only 
the second generation of her family to have been 
born free. She attended Prairie View Normal and 
Industrial School, her father’s alma mater, for two 
years and studied dressmaking and millinery. Be-

fore attending Prairie View, she learned dramati-
cally the impact that segregation could have on 
African Americans. When Juanita Shanks was 
sixteen her mother contracted tuberculosis. She 
accompanied her mother to San Angelo to admit 
her to a sanitarium where she could receive bet-
ter care in a more favorable climate. When they 
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In 1954 the NAACP held its Annual National Convention in Dallas. The 
convention included several receptions at the Moorland YMCA and local 
churches. Here Mrs. Craft is pictured with Mrs. Fannie Smith, the wife of A. 
Maceo Smith. Thurgood Marshall of the NAACP is visible in the background.

arrived in San Angelo, the sanitarium would not 
admit her mother because she was a Negro. She 
spent two months caring for her mother and lit-
erally watching her die because she could not re-
ceive the specialized treatment that she needed 
because the sanitarium admitted only white pa-
tients.2   

In 1921 Juanita Shanks married her childhood 
sweetheart, Charles Floyd Langham. They moved 
to Galveston, where they found employment and 
enjoyed living near the city’s beaches. But after 
only a short period of marital bliss, they separated, 
and she moved to Dallas in March 1925 to get 
away from her husband. Eventually, she divorced 
him and reclaimed her maiden name of Shanks.3 

In Dallas, Juanita Shanks worked as a bell maid 
at the Adolphus Hotel. Her experience broadened 

her view of the world as she met people from all 
walks of life, including politicians, black enter-
tainers who played at the hotel, businessmen, and 
those who were engaged in illegal occupations 
such as gambling and prostitution. She also met 
dignitaries such as First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt 
and Charles Lindbergh. This experience raised 
her consciousness about being a second class citi-
zen because even though she worked at one of 
the city’s nicest hotels, she could not stay there; 
she could not even enter its front door. In 1934, 
she left the Adolphus, and in 1937 she married 
Johnnie Edward Craft.4

In 1935 Juanita Shanks joined the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored 
People. Her membership in the NAACP was for-
tuitous for the organization as well as for herself. 
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Mrs. Craft posed with other dignitaries at a meeting 
of the Texas State Conferences of Branches of the 
NAACP in 1951.

After the appointment of James Weldon Johnson 
as its first executive secretary, the NAACP began 
organizing chapters in the South. It organized its 
first branch in Texas in 1915 in El Paso. The Dallas 
branch applied for recognition from the national 
office in 1918, and NAACP recruiters organized 
dozens of other branches in the state in the same 
period.5 By the 1920s, however, white law en-
forcement officers had succeeded in suppressing 
most of the NAACP branches in the state and in-
timidating their members. In Dallas, for example, 
in 1921 the mayor advised the members of the 
branch to stop holding meetings, and the Dallas 
chapter of the Ku Klux Klan threatened to burn 
down New Hope Baptist Church, where the 
branch held its meetings.6 Due to these threats 
the local branch languished, and it did not even 
meet for nearly ten years. When Juanita Shanks 
joined the local branch in 1935, African Ameri-
cans were in the process of reviving it and devel-
oping it to lead the fight for their voting rights, 
their access to local government jobs, and their 
right to serve on juries.7 

Juanita Craft also became an active partici-
pant in the NAACP when the leaders of the local 
branches decided to expand their fight for civil 
rights statewide. On October 19, 1936, African 
Americans from across the state met in Dallas to 
celebrate “Negro Achievement Day” as a part of 
the Texas Centennial.8 Three statewide organi-
zations emerged from the celebration: the Texas 
Negro Peace Officers’ Association, the state Pro-
gressive Voters League, and the Texas State Con-
ference of Branches of the NAACP. Holding its 
first formal, organizational meeting six months 
later, the Texas State NAACP launched a cam-
paign to overturn the state’s white primary, to 
equalize the salaries of African-American teach-
ers with those of whites, and to win admission for 
African-American students to the University of 
Texas Law School.9

While the state conference was developing, 
Juanita Craft became one of the Dallas branch’s 
most successful recruiters and field workers. 
Starting in 1937, she and other members of the 

branch led a massive membership campaign 
that increased its membership to 7,000 by 1946. 
They solicited memberships from churches, labor 
groups, and insurance companies as well as Dal-
las’s social clubs, and asked each organization to 
meet the goal of having 100 percent of its mem-
bership join the NAACP. They were able to “sell 
the organization” to members because they held 
monthly, organizational meetings in which they 
reported to them how the organization was ad-
dressing problems such as the segregated seating 
on buses and street cars, petitioning the city coun-
cil for jobs as clerks, mail carriers, and in other 
fields, and for the enlargement and improvement 
of medical care provided to African Americans at 
Woodlawn Hospital.10 When the Dallas NAACP 
began its effort to desegregate the city’s jury ser-
vice in 1938, the assault on and injury of Booker 
T. Washington High School teacher and branch 
secretary George F. Porter provided an unparal-
leled boost to its membership campaign.11

Although other members of the Dallas 
branch were also recognized for its activism and 
growth in the late 1930s and early 1940s, it was 
Juanita Craft who was cited by both the state 
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conference of branches and the national office 
for its success. In recognition of her efforts, in 
1946 she was appointed state organizer for the 
NAACP. In this role she joined with Lulu White 
of Houston, who was director of state branches 
under state secretary A. Maceo Smith of Dallas, to 
travel throughout the tri-state area of Texas, Loui-
siana, and Oklahoma to organize branches and to 
raise money. Craft and White went from town to 
town, covering most of these three states. They 
garnered contributions, organized new branches, 
and reactivated old ones. They were tireless work-
ers, forceful speakers, and superb salespersons for 
the NAACP. They are credited with organizing 
182 branches for the NAACP.12

In the 1940s, these two women made the 
NAACP in Texas. While A. Maceo Smith13 and 
William J. Durham have received most of the ac-
colades for leadership of the organization in the 
state and for providing the leadership that won 
cases such as Smith v. Allwright (white primary) 
and Sweatt v. Painter (desegregating the Univer-
sity of Texas Law School), it was Craft and White 
who visited the various towns and communities 
in the state, who worked with the local church 
ministers to allay their fears about having their 
congregations affiliate with the NAACP, and who 
rode the Jim Crow cars for hundreds of miles 
to solicit members and to raise money for the 
NAACP in the state. White was even responsible 
for finding Heman Marion Sweatt, the Houston 
postal worker who became the plaintiff for the 
NAACP’s successful desegregation case against 
the University of Texas Law School.14

By 1949, Craft and White had ended their 
time together on the road for the Texas NAACP. 
White ran afoul of the national office for engag-
ing in political campaigns, for her endorsement of 
Henry Wallace for president in 1948, and for the 
charge that she was a communist.15 In 1949, she 
relinquished her titles of director of branches for 
the state conference and as executive secretary of 
the Houston branch. Craft’s father died in 1947 
and her husband passed in 1950. Subsequently, 
she accepted the position of advisor and director 

to the Dallas NAACP Youth Council.16

For thirty years, Juanita Craft directed and 
worked with young people in the Dallas NAACP 
Youth Council. She pursued her work with 
young people in the Youth Council just as vigor-
ously as she had in her role as recruiter and state 
organizer. She taught the young people in the 
Youth Council, whose ages ranged from twelve 
to twenty-one, how to plan and organize protests, 
how to carry them out, and how to make them 
effective methods of challenging racial discrimi-
nation and injustice.  Under her leadership the 
young people in the Council organized some of 
the earliest protest demonstrations against segre-
gation and discrimination in Dallas. For example, 
starting in 1955, the Council picketed the Texas 
State Fair in order to challenge “Negro Achieve-
ment Day,” the only day of the three-week state 
fair that African Americans were allowed to attend 
and enjoy all of its rides and activities. By chal-
lenging “Negro Achievement Day,” the young 
people also challenged their elders in the Dal-
las Negro Chamber of Commerce. The Negro 
Chamber had accepted the restriction of African-
American participation in the state fair to one day 
for years. The Negro Chamber promoted “Negro 
Achievement Day” as a boon to black businesses 
in Dallas because it brought African Americans 
from all over the state who patronized black busi-
nesses such as hotels and restaurants, as well as ac-
tivities associated with the “Negro Achievement 
Day” such as the Prairie View – Wiley football 
game, the annual parade, and the annual “Miss 
Negro Achievement Day” pageant. Craft taught 
the young people in the Youth Council that seg-
regation was segregation and that they should not 
accept restrictions on their constitutional rights 
no matter how much it benefited African-Amer-
ican businesses in the Dallas community. Despite 
the opposition and disapproval of the Dallas Ne-
gro Chamber of Commerce and even some of 
the members of the Dallas NAACP, such as A. 
Maceo Smith, the Youth Council picketed and 
demonstrated against “Negro Achievement Day” 
for fifteen years.17
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In her later years, Mrs. Craft (pictured here on her back porch) welcomed young people to her Dallas home 
as she mentored members of a new generation in how to fight for their civil rights.

Mrs. Craft also led the young people in the 
Youth Council in other protests and demonstra-
tions in the city. Although she was a supporter of 
the work and efforts of the “Committee of 14,” 
the seven whites and seven African Americans 
who were working to desegregate the city peace-
fully, she led the Youth Council in sit-ins at several 
downtown lunch counters and stand ins at the 
Majestic and Palace theaters in 1960. Under her 
leadership, the young people in the Youth Coun-
cil went against what the elders in the community 
wanted to happen and how they wanted desegre-
gation to take place. That is, the Committee of 14 
and its support organization, the Dallas Commu-
nity Committee, planned for certain stores and 
restaurants to desegregate on the basis of a time-
table developed by African-American and white 
community leaders. “Testers” were then sent into 
the places that were supposed to desegregate on 
the basis of the timetable. Even if “testers” were 
not served, there was no fanfare or public dem-
onstrations; they simply left the establishment and 
reported their failure to be served to the leaders 
of the Dallas Community Committee, who then 
reported it to the Committee of 14 for further 
discussion, negotiation, and eventual action. Mrs. 
Craft and the Youth Council challenged the slow 

pace of the process, and a year after sit-ins had 
occurred in over 100 other cities in the South, 
members of the Youth Council initiated and car-
ried them out successfully in downtown Dallas. 
After six months of sit-ins, picketing, and demon-
strations, forty downtown business establishments 
capitulated. The Jim Crow signs came down and 
the establishments began to serve all customers 
without regard to race.18

In addition to her three decades of work with 
the NAACP Youth Council, Mrs. Craft was also 
very involved in politics. In 1945, one year after 
William J. Durham and Thurgood Marshall had 
won the Smith case, ending the state’s Democratic 
white primary, she became one of the first three 
African Americans (along with Minnie A. Flana-
gan of the Progressive Voters League and A. G. 
Weems of the Dallas Negro Chamber of Com-
merce) appointed as a poll tax deputy collector in 
Dallas County.19 In 1954, she became the second 
African-American woman to win election as a 
precinct chair for the Democratic party.20 Al-
though most African-American voters supported 
the city’s oldest black political organization, the 
Progressive Voters League, Mrs. Craft opposed the 
PVL and its candidates several times. She defeated 
a PVL candidate in 1954, when she won the chair-
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votes perplexed them. It was as if now that she 
had become a member of the establishment, she 
voted to maintain the status quo.23

But Mrs. Craft was being Mrs. Craft. Just as 
she had throughout her life, she was voting her 
conscience and projecting that the city still need-
ed people like her who would represent its inter-
ests as a whole, not just for their own particular 
interests or districts. When she died in 1985 she 
left a large legacy that no one has filled. Except 
for a community center and post office named 
for her, and her home still standing in South Dal-
las, her work has not received the attention and 
coverage that some of her contemporaries have 
attained.   
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won the chairmanship of precinct 305 in 1954 
as a member of the Citizens Committee, another 
group that opposed the PVL.21

By the time that Mrs. Craft received the Linz 
Award, she was a veteran of the civil rights move-
ment and a legend. A profile of her life written 
by Julia Scott Reed in The Dallas Morning News 
in 1970 cited a very extensive list of her achieve-
ments. She discussed her relationships with the 
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Even when she was in her seventies, Mrs. 
Craft continued to practice what she preached. 
In 1975, she ran for and won a seat on the Dal-
las city council. She became the second African-
American woman to serve on the council and the 
fourth African American overall. During her two 
terms, however, she was criticized because many 
younger African Americans felt that she tended to 
vote with the white council members and against 
issues that benefited the African-American com-
munity. Specifically, she voted twice against a 
single-member district city council plan that 
would have added more African Americans and 
Hispanics to the city council and provided them 
more representation. Many of her critics knew of 
her history as an activist for the NAACP and her 
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The next Tuesday, April 2, the forecast called 
for warm temperatures, southerly breezes, and a 
chance of rain in advance of a cool front bringing 
an early spring chill by the next day. By the early 
afternoon, the temperatures had climbed into the 
lower 70s, with a high dew point indicating very 
humid air. Invisible to the naked eye and casual 
sky watcher, an upper level jet split and mid-level 
wind sheer was also present, setting up perfect se-
vere weather conditions as the cold front began 
to advance toward Dallas.3

What we now would call super cell thun-
derstorms began to pop up in the early after-
noon4 as people returned to work from lunch, 
got ready to pick their children up from school, 
or ran to go vote. Tuesday was an election day, 
both for City Council seats and statewide offic-
es, including a heavily contested race involving 
liberal Democrat Ralph Yarborough for the U.S. 
Senate.5 Many would remark and remember the 

allas was a booming city in 1957. The 
city had weathered the Great Depression and 
World War II and was rapidly spreading over 
the rolling farmland with new houses and sub-
divisions to the north and south, away from 
the skyscrapers downtown and older inner-city 
neighborhoods. The population had easily passed 
500,000 mid-decade and was creeping closer to 
600,000 citizens. 

The devastating droughts of the early 1950s 
had given way to plentiful rain by the spring of 
1957. White Rock Lake, still a primary source of 
drinking water for Dallas, was beginning to fill 
up again.1

On Friday, March 29, a “dress rehearsal” for 
a natural disaster was conducted by the staff of 
Parkland Hospital to break in their sleek new fa-
cility. By all accounts the staff acted admirably and 
was pleased with the response to an event they 
hoped would not occur anytime soon.2

Terror from the Sky
The Dallas Tornado 

of April 2, 1957

By Mark Doty

D
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houses, dove under beds with the rest of her fam-
ily as the wind blew out windows and covered 
the house in dust. When they emerged, the roof 
was gone, but clothes still hung untouched in the 
closets.12

Still moving northward, the tornado peri-
odically dropped down to lift a roof here or blow 
down trees there. At 1002 DeWitt Circle, a block 
east of Polk’s intersection with Illinois, a portion 
of roof was removed while a glass chandelier was 
left intact from some other location on the back 
porch.13

It dropped back down on nearby 917 De-
Witt Circle and produced the first significant in-
juries. Two-year-old Denese Roberts and her fa-
ther, Howard, were about to get in their car when 
the debris from a garage across the street rained 
down on them. With no time to get back into 
the house, Howard lay over Denese in the street 
gutter as the tornado lifted them up in the air.  
Denese suffered two broken legs, while Howard 
required hospitalization as a result of being bat-
tered by flying debris.14

The rapid and significant changes in atmo-
spheric pressure resulted in many people report-
ing headaches as the storm went past. Even a 
rubber duck spontaneously squeaked as it passed 
close to the house of a Weather Bureau employ-
ee.15

After moving a house off its foundation 
near the intersection of Tyler and Wilbur, it 
struck a house at 919 Elmdale Place belonging to 
89-year-old Charles Skiles and his wife, Loretta, 
84.  Charles was pronounced dead on arrival at 
Parkland Hospital, while Loretta died after giving 
her name to hospital workers helping to treat her 
injuries.16

Severe damage was done at 1039 S. Edge-
field, and to the east to homes at the intersection 
of Burlington Blvd. and Polk, and a little farther 
north to houses at 515 and 507 before plowing 
into the craftsman bungalows and Prairie four-
squares of Winnetka Heights.17

Yet again the tornado turned erratic, jump-
ing around, hopping over one house and damag-

emerald green sky glowing under the darkening 
clouds moving in from the south and west.  

By 4:15 P.M. the boiling low base cloud near 
the intersection of Camp Wisdom and Cockrell 
Hill roads began to rotate as it moved toward the 
intersection of Camp Wisdom and Polk Street.6 
Parked nearby, Dallas County Deputy Sheriff C. 
C. Johnson noticed what he termed a “whirl-
wind” in a field,7while several photographers 
began taking notice of the storm rolling in over 
the city, mesmerized by the terror that was taking 
shape in the sky above them. 

Recent tornados on May 11, 1953, that 
skirted suburban San Angelo and one that later 
demolished whole sections of downtown Waco 
did little to burst the myth that tornados were 
a rural phenomenon, menacing farms and small 
towns far from the large population centers of the 
state and country—an issue for Dorothy of the 
Wizard of Oz to deal with. 

By this point, a ragged funnel cloud, de-
scribed as a “funnel-shaped wisp” in a later report, 
began to take shape.8 With intermittent touches 
to the ground, it began its seven-mile path along 
Polk as police officers and other citizens began 
tracking the storm more closely and filing re-
ports as it moved north. Near the intersection of 
Brookwood Drive and Channing Circle, just to 
the northeast of Red Bird (now Executive) Air-
port, the first significant damage occurred as two 
homes under construction were damaged and 
another house across the street had its front pic-
ture window blown out.9

Emergency vehicles, now dispatched to the 
area, began to turn on their lights and sirens in 
an attempt to alert unsuspecting citizens of the 
danger overhead.10

As the funnel began to lower near the in-
tersection of Polk and O’Bannon drives, debris 
became noticeable, even as ground contact was 
still sporadic, weaving from one side of Polk back 
to the other.11

More debris lifted into the air as two homes 
along Nicholson Road, just north of Saner, were 
damaged. Sally Laird, who lived in one of those 
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Further north at N. Edgefield and Stewart 
Drive, a young boy hurriedly tossed his bicycle 
to the ground and ran inside Guy’s Kessler Phar-
macy at 931 N. Edgefield just as the storm passed 
overhead, blowing out the windows and taking 
the roof with it.20 The owner, D. G. Guy, and his 
wife suffered minor injuries from flying glass.21

Nearby, a 54-year old man, Willie Weaver, 
was crushed under the brick wall of the Magno-
lia service station where he worked as a “grease 
man.” The others at the gas station who took 
shelter in the bathrooms were spared.22

Houses near Colorado Blvd. and Winnetka 
lost their roofs as the tornado descended down 
the hills of North Oak Cliff and started its trek 
through West Dallas.23

By this time, a full fifteen minutes since the 

ing its neighbor, an impatient finger of God that 
couldn’t quite decide what to touch next.  

The west side of the 300 and 400 blocks 
of S. Willomet was hit especially hard. Most of 
the houses lost roofs that were deposited into 
the alley and back yards. Houses directly across 
the street escaped relatively unscathed. A clinic at 
Winnetka and Jefferson had its roof torn off and 
its stone veneer thrown into the yard.18

The funnel then veered slightly to the west, 
taking off roofs and collapsing front porch col-
umns at 401, 411, and 419 N. Winnetka Avenue 
while leaving the ones at 405 and 415 intact, be-
fore smashing into the rear wall of the Kessler 
Theater at N. Clinton and West Davis. The ceiling 
collapsed into the seats below, yet the neon mar-
quee and tower feet away were left untouched.19

Significant portions of the roof on the Kessler Theater, located on West Davis at North Clinton, collapsed as 
the storm peeled back the majority of the rear wall. The Winnetka Heights neighborhood suffered sporadic 
damage as the fickle funnel bounced through the area. 
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Businessmen stopped on Live Oak Street in 
East Dallas as the funnel seemed to pass perilously 
close to the newly constructed Republic Bank 
Tower downtown,25 while workers in those same 
downtown skyscrapers high up in the angry sky 
peered out their windows, terrified of the front 
row view of the death and destruction playing 
out below.26 A crowd of people peeked around 
the corner of Union Station downtown, ready to 
rush into the brick and stone safety,27 and com-
muters stuck in traffic on Stemmons Freeway and 

funnel was first reported, residents across Dallas 
and the region, listening to the progress of the 
storm on the radio, kept close to those devices, 
breathlessly waiting to rush under a bed or into 
a bathtub if the storm turned their direction. 
Some rushed to front or back porches and yards. 
Brave (or foolish) souls scrambled to roofs, hop-
ing to catch a better glimpse of the funnel that 
was growing darker with debris. Children rushed 
up a hill off Eighth Street near the Trinity River 
levees to watch it move to the west and north.24

Curious citizens pause along Live Oak Street in East Dallas to watch the progression of the tornado through 
West Dallas. The newly completed Republic Bank tower is the tallest building in the background.  
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the hotly contested special election, took to roof-
tops and streets to follow the storm with cameras 
rolling.32

Moving its way from Kessler Park into West 
Dallas, the storm hit the Dearborn Stove com-
pany on West Commerce Street, ripping off the 
west end of the structure. Moving slightly to the 
west again, the storm produced its most massive 
amount of destruction yet along a corridor that 
stretched from the Texas and Pacific railroad grade 
level crossing at Vilbig Street north for about a mile 
and a half to where Navarro St. ends at Canada Dr. 
and the Trinity River’s west levee bank.33

Central Expressway watched the sky nervously 
to determine if they should abandon their cars 
and flee for safety under concrete underpasses or 
nearby buildings.28 Voters at Preston Wood Ele-
mentary School peered out an open door at the 
funnel in the distance.29

Even people in Rockwall, located east of 
Dallas on high bluffs, could see the progression of 
the storm, some twenty miles away,30 while shop 
keepers on the McKinney courthouse square im-
plored pedestrians to seek shelter as the clouds 
darkened above.31

National news reporters, in town to cover 

Dallas Police and other residents gather in front of Orozco’s Grocery and Market on Singleton Boulevard in 
West Dallas. While the building next door suffered significant damage, the grocery suffered only shattered 
windows. 
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As the tornado crossed the rain-swollen 
Trinity, it briefly became a waterspout, turning a 
lighter shade of brown as it sucked up the muddy 
water. A smaller funnel developed at this time but 
was quickly absorbed by the main one.35

The injured, including those from West 
Dallas, transported by a Dallas Transit Company 
bus driver who had abandoned his route, started 
pouring into Parkland Hospital.36 The day staff, 
which was supposed to be going off duty at the 
time of the storm, stayed on, joined by the night 
shift as well as student nurses and medical stu-
dents.37

The storm now turned its sights on resi-
dential and commercial neighborhoods around 
Parkland Hospital, where those treating victims 

Along this path, a warehouse was demolished 
at 1616 Singleton Blvd. A block away, St. Mary of 
Carmel School at 1716 Singleton suffered dam-
age to the cafeteria; those remaining students and 
nuns hurried to the convent, reciting the rosary 
as the wind shattered windows into empty class-
rooms. Ninety-four homes and four apartment 
buildings were destroyed in the vicinity of Sin-
gleton’s intersection with Vilbig, while forty-six 
homes in the 3600 to 3800 blocks of Vilbig were 
obliterated. Forty-five people would suffer inju-
ries in this area. All of the houses on the west 
side of Vilbig between Bayside Dr. and Homeland 
were leveled. Additional homes and an apartment 
building were flattened as the storm reached 
Canada Drive.34

In this photo taken from the roof of The Dallas Morning News building, the tornado begins its brief crossing over 
the Trinity River basin. The time of day, along with a rain free cloud base, enabled the Dallas tornado to become 
the most photographed and recorded storm at that time, leading to several revolutionary breakthroughs in 
the study of tornados. 
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After practicing just the week before on a mock disaster drill, nurses and doctors 
were ready at Parkland Hospital to receive the injured as they began to pour in from 
surrounding neighborhoods

The Johnson and Johnson Company plant, located at 9000 Denton Drive, suffered 
minor roof and window damage, along with a yard full of other debris, as the storm 
passed overhead. 
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Field Dr. was damaged, and at the neighboring 
Harry’s Grocery Store, seven people hunkered 
down in the bathrooms as the windows disinte-
grated. The recreation center on Love Field Dr. 
had its windows blown out, but none of the chil-
dren huddled inside was injured.42

Nan Wood’s mother, a registered nurse 
working at Dallas Public Health, was on her way 
back to Irving when she witnessed first-hand 
the storm hitting the Johnson & Johnson plant, 
at 9000 Denton Drive, peeling back portions of 
the roof. Luckily, most of the employees had al-
ready been warned and evacuated as portions of 
the roof collapsed. Nan, who had been riding her 
bike to dance class when the sky turned emerald  
green, wound up in a ditch beside Irving Blvd 
along with her teacher and other classmates.43

Roughly thirty-two minutes since the tor-
nado was first sighted, the funnel passed over 
Bachman Lake and produced some minor dam-
age to homes off Northwest Highway before 
finally lifting completely near the city limits of 
Farmers Branch.44

Dallas was just beginning to comprehend 
the magnitude of the event, to be measured in 
shattered buildings, hospitals overrun with trau-
matic injuries, and, of course, the dead—so many 
of them children. 

Even as the victims were being rushed to 
hospitals and survivors began to pick through the 
scattered remains of their property, sight-seers be-
gan to clog the streets to take a peek at the dam-
age—so many that police barricaded the highway 
from Fort Worth to keep those curious citizens 
from coming into Dallas.45 Emergency vehicles, 
some using mud and gravel streets in West Dallas, 
had trouble making their way to those needing 
help due to the gawkers.46

Back in Winnetka Heights, a haze of smoke 
lingered over the area from a number of small 
fires started as a result of downed power lines. 
The commercial corridor along Davis, close to 
the Kessler Theater, had signs down, windows 
shattered, and downed power lines sputtering in 
the debris strewn street.47 Roofs were on neigh-

of the storm were unaware they were in potential 
danger now from a direct hit.

When Birdia Anderson left her Arlington 
Park apartment at 5712 Riverside Drive, the 
morning was bright and sunny as she traveled to 
her job as a housekeeper in North Dallas. Aware 
of the weather deteriorating as the day wound 
down to evening, Birdia didn’t realize the true 
nature of the storm until her employer informed 
her. Unable to reach her family due to the phone 
lines being down, Birdia, driven by her employer, 
rushed home, only to be turned away by a police 
barricade. She headed to nearby Parkland Hospi-
tal, where she found her husband, who informed 
her that three of their children, six-month-old 
Marsha Ann, three-year-old Bobby Lynn, and six-
year-old Donald Ray, were all lost. Their other 
son, five-year-old Melvin Jr., crawled under beds 
with his other siblings as the storm started to bat-
ter their apartment. He was found along nearby 
railroad tracks by rescue workers, alive but injured 
and dazed.38 Milton Hilliard, a two-year-old 
neighbor, was also killed at 5716 Riverside, and 
before taking the Anderson children, the tornado 
sliced across Pickfair Circle, leaving Elena Hatley 
and her infant daughter, Mary Lucille, dead in the 
ruins of their modest home at 5506 Pickfair. De-
bris was scattered along Riverside Drive, across 
the railroad spur that skirted behind the apart-
ment buildings and left floating and bobbing in 
the small creek.39

The death toll now stood at nine, and at this 
point the most famous and dramatic film footage 
of the tornado was made as the storm approached 
Harry Hines Boulevard, taking the last life, Flor-
ence Rudisill, a sixty-five-year-old woman from 
Caddo, Oklahoma, visiting her pregnant grand-
daughter, at 7315 1/2 Harry Hines, just south of 
Love Field. 40The marriage license for Ms. Rudis-
ill’s granddaughter was found blocks away. 41

Although the funnel began to “rope out,” its 
path of destruction was no less severe, damaging 
homes and businesses. At a home at 2224 Bur-
bank a 2 x 4 was shot through a wall into the liv-
ing room. The World Industries building on Love 
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idents in Winnetka Heights, whether responding 
to storm damage or just liking the more “mod-
ern” appearance of those types of metal columns, 
would replace their original columns, a still vis-
ible hallmark of the day when disaster visited the 
neighborhood.52

Years later, the last four houses along the 
western side of Willomet would be demolished 
for the Jefferson-Twelfth Street connector, eras-
ing those that had lost their roofs in 1957.  

When Marcel Quimby purchased her house 
at 309 S. Willomet in the early 1980s, she noticed 
that all the finishes in one of the upstairs rooms—
wood flooring, baseboards, even the door—were 
different than those in the rest of the house. She 
also noticed that roof rafters on one side indi-
cated a different roof line at some point on that 
portion of the house. Curious, she did some re-
search and found her house to be one of those 
damaged in the tornado, a yellowing aerial of the 
block on the front page of the Dallas Times Herald 
confirming her suspicions.53

Single family homes have replaced all but 
one of the linear apartment buildings that lined 
Riverside Drive in April 1957, the railroad line 
along the small creek along the rear having been 
taken up years ago. There is no reminder of the 
sheer tragedy and heartbreak that visited those 
families that day. 

Unfortunately, living on the southern end 
of Tornado Alley means we will always deal all 
too frequently with tornado outbreaks; recent 
examples include Arlington and DeSoto in 2012, 
Granbury and Cleburne in 2013, and on a warm 
humid day after Christmas in 2015, one that left  
almost a dozen killed in Garland and Rowlett. 

For survivors of 1957, these events are 
a painful and anxious reminder that death can 
sometimes come from an emerald green sky.  

boring homes, the insides of some houses a mess, 
while delicate items such as an antique lamp sit-
ting on a table near the front window remained 
untouched, or a box of glasses stored in an at-
tic was swept away and deposited safely on the 
ground, not a single one broken. With all the de-
bris in the streets, and no power and no telephone 
service, residents were told to stay inside and use 
a flashlight to signal one of the police officers sta-
tioned at the intersections.48

When Donna Lackey and her family was 
finally able to make it to her grandmother’s house 
at 401 N. Winnetka, slowed due to so many 
blocked-off streets, she looked through the win-
dows and saw the sky above and small pictures 
still hanging on the wall. The roof ended up in 
the tree of the neighboring house.49   

The next day would produce additional 
storms and at least one other tornado sighting, 
unnerving a city and region still reeling from the 
destruction that had visited the day before.50

The Dallas tornado of 1957 was the most 
photographed and filmed tornado at that time, 
occurring at a time of day when lighting condi-
tions for photography were optimal for the thou-
sands of people who took pictures, providing de-
tails that had never been available before. Weather 
Bureau records include over 450 black-and-white 
photos, 250 color transparencies, and nearly 2,000 
feet of movie film. All of these images and film 
footage, both by amateurs and professionals, pro-
vided the best documented life cycle of a major 
tornado at that time, including the tornado fun-
nel scaled and the dimensions of the parent cloud, 
information about a tornado’s airflow along the 
ground and in the air, along with calculations on 
wind speeds that caused the  damage.51

Donna Lackey’s grandmother and aunt de-
cided not to rebuild the wraparound porch on 
their house at 401 N. Winnetka, opting instead 
for a more modest smaller porch with ornamen-
tal, wrought-iron columns more in style with the 
late 1950s taking the place of the original wood 
ones. The columns at 411 N. Winnetka would be 
replaced in similar fashion. In fact, quite a few res-

L
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Wrecked and overturned cars, sheet metal and other debris in trees, and ruined buildings were just a few of 
the hallmarks left by the tornado as it churned through Dallas neighborhoods. 
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eagerly consumed by locals, and it was reported 
that thousands witnessed the simultaneous 
laying of the plants’ cornerstones on March 12, 
1902. The formal opening did not occur until 
nearly a year later. By 1904, Fort Worth had 
become the fifth largest livestock market in the 
country and by 1910 was ranked third behind 
the Chicago and Kansas City markets. It then 
fluctuated between third and fourth largest over 
the next half century. 
 In the beginning, the buildings of both 
plants were mostly constructed of brick. The 
contracted amounts of brick was said to have 

The Swift Site in Fort Worth
By Susan Allen Kline

  n 1901 the Fort Worth Stock Yards 
Company offered forty-two acres of land to 
Swift and Company and Armour and Company, 
both of Chicago, to entice the packing plant 
giants to establish plants in Fort Worth. Swift and 
Company chose the southern half of the tract, 
hoping that the shorter distance to downtown 
and a streetcar line would work to its advantage. 
Construction began on both plants in early 1902 
and it was optimistically thought that they would 
be completed by that November. Newspapers 
from Fort Worth and Dallas eagerly followed 
the construction progress. The news was just as 

I
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south ends and the abutting brick walls were 
built so that they could readily accommodate 
additions.  Historic photographs revealed that in 
addition to expanding toward the south, some 
buildings were enlarged by increasing their 
height.
 The complex was utilitarian in appearance 
with the emphasis placed on functionality rather 
than aesthetics. Later additions were constructed 
of brick and reinforced concrete with their 
structural systems expressed on exterior walls. 

been eight times as large as any previous project 
in the state. More than eight million bricks were 
used in the initial construction of the Swift 
plant. Its buildings varied in size from 360 feet 
by 240 feet and eight stories in height for the 
combination slaughterhouse and coolers, to 40 
feet by 80 feet for a one-story blacksmith shop. 
In all, there was more than one million square 
feet of building space.  Several of the buildings 
were erected with the potential for expansion. A 
temporary wood wall was constructed on their 

Opposite page: Aerial view shows Fort Worth’s already densely developed Swift and Armour meatpacking 
plants during the 1930s. The Swift buildings are in the foreground, with the Armour facility’s structures in 
the background. Swift’s fertilizer building, with its distinctive buttresses, is in the lower right corner of the 
photograph, while the back of the Swift office building can be seen at the center left, and the main cattle 
processing plant with the multi-story ramp is at the center right bottom.

Above: Contractor Thomas S. Byrne hired commercial photographer W. D. Smith to document his firm’s 
new 1950 addition to the Swift & Company facility. Likely a beef cooler, per the 1951 Sanborn map and 
the fixed glass-block windows, the new building sits between meat processing structures on the left and 
a loading dock. The image not only records the results of the construction process, but highlights the 
building’s straightforward structural system and arranges all of the rectangular forms in a pleasing and 
balanced composition.
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Skylights and monitor roofs provided much 
needed illumination and ventilation. The linear 
layout of the buildings made for easy access to 
the numerous rail lines that ran through the site. 
 After World War II, packing plants became 
de-centralized as processing centers were 
located closer to the regions where livestock 
were raised. Facilities such as Fort Worth’s 
Swift and Armour plants became obsolete. The 
Armour plant closed in 1962 and the Swift plant 
closed in 1971. In 1975, a fire at the Swift plant 
caused extensive damage to buildings along the 
west side of the property. By 1979, much of the 
complex had been demolished. Its distinctive 
headquarters building at the northwest corner of 
the site was spared and reimagined as a popular 
restaurant. The remaining buildings were left to 
the vagaries of weather, neglect, and vandalism. 
By 2016, the complex had fewer than a dozen 
buildings that were unified in appearance by 

      1J’Nell Pate, North of the River: A Brief History of 
North Fort Worth (Fort Worth: Texas Christian University 
Press, 1994), 27.
      2“Something of the Plants,” The Dallas Morning News, 
March 13, 1902.
      3“Building is Well Along,” Fort Worth Mail-Telegram, 
September 1, 1902.

�e Old Red Museum of Dallas County History & 
Culture provides visitors with engaging 
experiences that help them to discover the 
fascinating stories of Dallas County’s pioneers, 
outlaws and entrepreneurs from prehistory to the 
21st century.
Set within the historic walls of the “Castle in the 
City”, iconic artifacts and historic images are 
enhanced with theaters and touchscreen kiosks 
allowing you to select interviews, �lm clips and 
music that bring the story of Dallas to life.

Discover What 
Made Dallas Great

Old Red Museum is open daily, 9 a.m. − 5 p.m. 
and is located adjacent to Dealey Plaza at 
100 South Houston Street, Dallas, Texas 75202 
Visit www.oldred.org or call 214.745.1100 
• Arrange a group visit by contacting our Group Sales 
department at 214.757.1925 or groupsales@oldred.org.
• Old Red is available for private events. Please contact our 
Rentals department at 214.757.1945 or rentals@oldred.org.

their brick exteriors and deteriorated conditions. 
They were mostly located along the east and the 
central and south sections of the site. The latter 
area contained three fairly substantial buildings 
of reinforced concrete and brick. The others 
were ancillary buildings such as a garage and 
storage building, ice house, paint shop, and a 
scale house, as well as ruins of boiler and engine 
rooms. In some areas it was still possible to follow 
brick drives between buildings and to discern 
the former location of rail lines. As of 2017, only 
two buildings remained in anticipation of the 
site’s redevelopment. L
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 n the spring of 2016, I was hired to photograph the Swift Meat 

Packing campus for preservation records. In a career spanning four 

decades, nothing could have prepared me for the wonderment 

that I would find at the site. It was utterly transformed from its 

original purposes.

 As I worked on images, I realized I was back to the beginning 

of my career—back in Egypt, where I photographed ancient sites 

for my studies at the American University of Cairo, or in southern 

Mexico along the Usumacinta River to document unrestored 

jungle areas of Yaxchilan and Bonampak—ancient Mayan sites left 

to the forces of nature.

The Painted Tombs of Swift
By Carolyn Brown

I
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 Eight abandoned dark red buildings stood 
crumbling on a twenty-two acre area at the end 
of Exchange Avenue at the Fort Worth Stock 
Yards. Built in 1902 and deserted in 1971, these 
substantial buildings were the headquarters for 
the Swift Meat Packing Plant, important for the 
economic success of Fort Worth those many 
years, and they had suffered the powers of wind, 
rain, and vandalism.

The Painted Tombs of Swift

Cooler manufacturing 
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The Painted Tombs of Swift

 Somewhere along the way, these shells 
became a palette for graffiti artists, and most 
surfaces inside and outside were covered with 
brightly colored, spray-painted designs and 
words. Some of the imagery was artful, some was 
not. The empty painted shells were reminiscent 
of painted tombs where spirits of the dead could 
peacefully reside, much like the brightly colored 
painted New Kingdom tombs on the West Bank 
across the Nile River from Luxor, Egypt.

Dave and wall
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The Painted Tombs of Swift

Escape
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 The shifting equilibrium between nature 
and man was evident as the buildings collapsed 
and disintegrated. Luxuriant but wild green 
flora was triumphant and consuming—burying 
a grotesque past. Trees grew on rooftops that 
had not collapsed, parasitic vines curled freely 
on many surfaces, moss grew on dripping moist 
ceilings feeding on the frequent spring rains of 
North Texas. Tall grasses with sharp bristled seeds 
that collect on pant legs grew with abandon. A 
family of beautiful raptors lived on the top of 
one building—which probably explained the 
absence of rabbits or snakes on the ground.

The Painted Tombs of Swift

Paint shop grease shed 
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Grease shop paint shed 

 In the summer of 2016, not long after I 
made these photographs, all but two of the 
buildings were demolished due to failure 
of the existing structure. The future of the 
survivors remains uncertain. L

The Painted Tombs of Swift
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BOOK REVIEWS

Jim Parsons and David Bush, DFW Deco: 
Modernistic Architecture of North Texas 
(Texas Christian University Press, 2017, 
326 pp., $40.00)

Anyone seeking Art Deco architecture in the 
metroplex would do well to head to Fair Park 
and be surrounded by examples. It would be sad 
if our Deco fan missed all the gems of the style 
along the way. Parsons and Bush have done the 
research to make sure that will not happen.
     The authors’ pictures and text and Dallas archi-
tect Nancy McCoy’s introduction do more than 
locate and document the many smaller local ex-
amples. They remind us that Art Deco, or “mod-
ernist,” architecture was more than a look. It held 
a key position in the evolution of architecture. 
It may be difficult to see classical columns and 
cornices in Deco’s curved, stepped, and waterfall 
shapes, but they are there in spirit if you look just 
the right way. Art Deco was the gentle transition 
to starker modern forms. Its unique style is all the 
more charming if you spot the details that carry 
the past and portend the future.
    The examples in DFW Deco help the reader do 
that and remind us that the style served for build-
ings of all sizes and uses. It was popular for grand 
government edifices like city halls and post offices. 

It also worked well for gas stations. Skyscrapers 
hid fascinating details high on their stepped-back 
rooflines, while shorter motor hotels favored flat 
walls with seductively curving corners—as many 
as could possibly fit. Art Deco came in many va-
rieties, and it is enlightening to see what a variety 
of local buildings partook of its attractions.
     The authors traveled to smaller towns where 
modest examples often survive along Main Street 
and government buildings still serve the pub-
lic, some with Depression-era murals still intact. 
Fort Worth easily challenges the Deco offerings 
of Dallas. Part of its collection remains from that 
city’s own answer to Fair Park, the 1936 Centen-
nial buildings such as the Will Rogers Memorial 
Center. Fort Worth’s Centennial went head to 
head with Dallas’s official exhibition and did a 
good job. I still think Fair Park won that contest 
on the architecture front and earned its place as 
the ultimate chapter of this book and unques-
tioned epicenter of Deco in our region. 
    Some of the pictured buildings in the book 
lamentably no longer exist, including the recently 
lost El Corazon in Oak Cliff, but most are still in 
place and awaiting your visit. To really understand 
and enjoy Art Deco in the metroplex, read this 
book and then take it with you as a guide to the 
treasures that remain.

—Evelyn Montgomery
Dallas Heritage Village

Nancy T. McCoy and David G. Woodcock, 
Architecture That Speaks: S.C.P. Vosper and 
Ten Remarkable Buildings at Texas A&M 
(Texas A&M University Press, 2017, 248 
pp., $40.00.)

Architecture That Speaks covers the work of archi-
tect Samuel Charles Phelps Vosper at Texas A&M 
University. The book addresses ten buildings de-
signed and built at A&M in four very productive 
years (1929- 1933) when Vosper served as chief 

JIM PARSONS AND DAVID BUSH

DFW 
DECO
MODERNISTIC ARCHITECTURE OF NORTH TEXAS

FOREWORD BY NANCY MCCOY, FAIA, FAPT
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designer under college architect and fellow Texan 
Frederick E. Giesecke.  
     Vosper designed most of his college buildings 
in the Public Works Administration’s Moderne 
style, a stripped-down Depression-era modifica-
tion of the French-influenced Beaux-Arts neo-
classical that had prevailed in American design 
for forty years. While the facades were typically 
restrained and streamlined, Vosper incorporated 
colorful Mexican tile and cast-stone ornament 
often featuring symbols of Texas history, so popu-
lar as the Centennial approached.  
     His interiors were exquisite, providing Vosper 
the opportunity to show off his prowess for detail, 
materials, and finishes. This book encapsulates by 
sound text and illustration his artful talent and, 
through the representative buildings, reveals the 
many-faceted genius of this long -neglected ar-
chitect. 
     The authors devote nearly an entire chapter to 
each building, providing a brief history and archi-
tectural description. They also document major 
changes and the various approaches used in each 
room, as well as ongoing maintenance issues that 
could inform future preservation efforts.  Shots 
of the buildings’ exteriors and their sumptuous 
interiors delight the eye and showcase the fine 
craftsmanship and symbolism that make these 
buildings so enduring and relevant. An introduc-
tion provides the genesis of Texas A&M, and the 
book concludes with an architectural critique of 
the present-day campus highlighting the more 
and less successful additions. An appendix in-
cludes known Vosper-designed buildings in Texas, 
but as the authors note, we cannot know the full 
extent of his contributions to the built environ-
ment since his work was often credited to that 
of his firms, and on at least one occasion, Vosper 
gave design credit to a young student. 
     Today, all of the ten buildings by Vosper still 
stand, well-maintained and in use by the college 
administration. The authors make special note 
of the admirable preservation of these buildings. 
Education and inspiration are often the “why” 

in historic preservation. While building stewards 
may want to perpetuate the life of a building, they 
must balance preservation with costs and resource 
allocation, and often lack the vocabulary to justify 
the importance of such buildings.  This book is 
written in that same vein, and its well-researched 
text and beautiful images could go a long way to 
inspire future A&M leadership to continue their 
stewardship of these great buildings and their in-
teriors.  
    Architecture That Speaks will be admired by 
Texas history buffs in general and particularly by 
those interested in the state’s built heritage. Its 
fine design and striking photography do honor 
to the subject. This A&M ten certainly deserves 
the scholarship and recognition that the authors 
provide. 

—Katherine Seale
Dallas Landmark Commission
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Carolyn Brown began photographing ancient architecture while living 
in Cairo, Egypt, and later traveled throughout Mexico photographing pre-
Hispanic and Vice Regal architecture. Presently, she is an architectural and 
fine arts photographer in Dallas, specializing in preservation projects, flowers, 
landscapes, and ancient sites. Her work is regularly shown at Craighead Green 
Gallery, the Edith O’Donnell Institute of Art History at the Dallas Museum 
of Art, and the University of Texas at Dallas.

Mark Doty is a native of Abilene who earned a Bachelor’s of Architecture 
from Texas Tech. He is now Historic Preservation Officer for the city. He 
is the author of Lost Dallas (2012) and the co-author of John F. Kennedy 
Sites in Dallas/Ft. Worth (2013). His article on saving St. Ann’s School was 
published in the fall 2015 issue of Legacies.

W. Marvin Dulaney earned his Ph.D. in American History at Ohio 
State University. He recently retired as Chair of the Department of History at the 
University of Texas at Arlington and is completing a history of African Americans 
in Dallas. A member of the Legacies Editorial Advisory Board, he most recently 
wrote about Lucy Patterson for the fall 2013 issue.

Michael V. Hazel earned his B.A. in history from SMU and his M.A. 
and Ph.D. from the University of Chicago. Among the books he has 
written or edited are Dallas Reconsidered (1995), Dallas: A History of 
“Big D” (1997), The Dallas Public Library: Celebrating a Century of Service 
(2001), and Historic Photos of Dallas (2006). He is the editor of Legacies 
and coordinator of the annual Legacies Dallas History Conference.

Susan Allen Kline is an independent historian in Fort Worth specializing 
in the preparation of nominations to the National Register of Historic 
Places, resulting in the listing of more than forty properties in Texas and 
Oklahoma. She has a deep interest in resources associated with the New 
Deal and landscapes designed by Hare and Hare of Kansas City, Missouri. 
Susan is the author of the book Fort Worth Parks published by Arcadia 
Publishing in 2010.

As a youngster, Mark Rice often tagged along with his court reporter father 
on trips to his downtown Dallas office. The big buildings and bustling streets 
captured his youthful imagination, and following his attainment of a degree 
in history and a career in the business world, Mark wrote a 2007 book 
entitled Downtown Dallas: Romantic Past, Modern Renaissance. His article on 
the Pan-American Exposition of 1937 appeared in the spring 2017 issue 
Legacies, to which he contributes the “Dallas Then & Now” feature. 

Thomas H. Smith received his Ph.D. in history from Kent State 
University. He served as Executive Director of Old City Park, the Legends of 
the Game Baseball Museum at the Ballpark in Arlington, and the Old Red 
Museum of Dallas County History & Culture, and as Interim Director of the 
Dallas Historical Society. A member of the Legacies Editorial Advisory Board, he 
wrote about the coming of the T&P Railroad to Dallas for the fall 2013 issue.

CONTRIBUTORS

Book Reviewers
Evelyn Montgomery earned a Ph.D. in Historical Studies from UTD. She is the Director of 
Collections, Exhibits and Preservation at Dallas Heritage Village at Old City Park and book review 
editor of Legacies. . . . Katherine Seale is a native of Rockwall, Texas, and an active member of the 
Dallas historic preservation community. She is the immediate past executive director of Preservation 
Dallas and the presiding chair of the Dallas Landmark Commission.
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FOR HISTORY’S SAKE

PRESERVATION DALLAS
2922 Swiss Avenue   Dallas, TX 75204
Tel. 214.821.3290   Fax 214.821.3575    
www.preservationdallas.org

Interstate Circuit, Inc. opened the 1,400-seat Forest Theater in 1949 in what was a 
predominately Jewish area of South Dallas. It was designed by Pettigrew-Worley 
and Company Architects in the Moderne Style with a large vertical three-sided tower 
with the theater name emblazoned in neon to be visible to motorists traveling on 
thoroughfares and the soon-to-open Central Expressway. The firm also designed the 
Lakewood, Circle, and Wynnewood Theaters in Dallas. The interior had an unusual 
winding ramp to the mezzanine level, instead of stairs, with walls that featured 
“mammoth murals of colorful floral and exotic birds” done by artist Eugene Gilboe. 
In 1956, the theater transitioned to a venue for African-American patrons who were 
moving to that area of Dallas. The Forest closed in September 1965 after declining 
ticket sales and was subsequently used for various entertainment purposes until the 
2000s. The Forest recently sold to a non-profit group which 
will be rehabilitating the space for a community arts center.  

Forest Theater

PHOTO CREDITS

Carolyn Brown: pp. 61, 62, 63, 64, 65, 66 and back inside and ouside covers

Liz Conrad: pp. 7 and 17

Dallas Historical Society: pp. 5, 12, 15, 21, 23, 25

Dallas History & Archives Division, Dallas Public Library: front cover, pp. 26, 39, 
 40, 41, 43, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52, 55

Farmers Branch Historical Society: p. 6

Mark Rice: pp. 2, 32, 33, 34, 35, 36, 71, 72

University of Texas at Arlington Libraries, Special Collections
 Fort Worth Star Telegram Collection, p. 58
 W. D Smith Collection: p. 59
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Dallas History Conference  
LLEGACIES

19th Annual 

Sponsors 
Dallas Center for Architecture
Dallas County Historical Commission
Dallas County Pioneer Association
Dallas Heritage Village at Old City Park
Dallas Historical Society
Dallas History & Archives Division, Dallas Public Library
Dallas Municipal Archives
DeGolyer Library at SMU
Old Red Museum of Dallas County History & Culture
Park Cities Historic and Preservation Society
Preservation Dallas
The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza
Texas State Historical Association
William P. Clements Center 
   for Southwest Studies at SMU

Dallas on the MoveDallas on the Move

Morning refreshments will be included in the registration fee of $35. Patrons ($100) will 
be invited to a reception with the speakers on Thursday evening, January 25 at a home in 
Preston Hollow designed by noted Dallas architect Charles Dilbeck. Registration forms 
will be mailed in December 2017. For more information, please contact Conference 
Coordinator Michael V. Hazel at 214-413-3665, or email: molsen@dallasheritagevillage.org.

Conference Presentations
Jeff Dunn 
“North Texas Electric Interurban Railways: 1902-1948”

Jay Firsching
“Taking Dallas Vertical”

Patricia Hicks and Juanita H. Nanez 
“The Impact of Transportation on Historic Ethnic Neighborhoods: 
The Stories of Old North Dallas and La Bajada” 

Laura Ostteen
“DART Subway Planning, 1985-1988”

David Preziosi 
“Braniff Airways Takes Dallas to New Heights”

Rusty Williams 
“Deadly Dallas Streets: Unfortunate Incidents, Deplorable Mayhem, 
and Grisly Fatalities at the Turn of the Twentieth Century”

Special Feature
Conversation with a History Maker 
George Schrader, Dallas City Manager, 1971-1981

Saturday, January 27, 2018

Dallas History & Archives Division, Dallas Public Library
7th Floor, J. Erik Jonsson Central Library  1515 Young Street,  Dallas, TX 75201

Registration
8:00 A.M.

Conference
9:00 A.M. to 12:30 P.M.
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DallasTHEN                 NOW
 & 

In 1914, Dallas was 
chosen as the newly-
created Federal Reserve 
System’s Eleventh District 
headquarters, suddenly 
putting the ambitious city on 
a financial plane with much 
older and larger U.S. cities. 
The fortuitous decision 
was greatly influenced 
by the considerable 
efforts of Dallas Morning 
News publisher George 
Bannerman Dealey, who 
leveraged every useful 
relationship and employed every possible machination to secure the decision for Dallas. The newly-
awarded institution operated from two different downtown locations before erecting a massive, 
purpose-built neoclassical structure on S. Akard Street, with construction beginning in 1919. The 
architectural design came from the creators of Chicago’s famed Wrigley Building, and was meant to 
convey an overwhelming sense of stability and permanence. The allegorical statuary above the main 
entrance, created by a prominent New York sculptor, required four months to carve from huge 
blocks of Bedford limestone. The five-story building was finally occupied in 1921. Two additional 
stories were completed in 1941, and a further expansion was undertaken on the east side of the 
building in 1959.

When the overcrowded bank moved to 
its current location on N. Pearl Street in 
1992, the grand old Akard Street build-
ing was adapted for use as a data center. 
The large floor plates, high ceilings, and 
sturdy interior construction made it ideal 
for the purpose. Nearly a century after 
its original construction, the old Federal 
Reserve Building serves as a gleaming 
reminder of a time when Dallas acceler-
ated its ascent into the front ranks of 
American cities.    
   —Mark Rice
 



Front cover:The Tornado of 1957 was one of the worst 
natural disasters to hit Dallas. See “Terror from the 
Sky,” beginning on page 46.

Back cover: Carolyn Brown’s evocative photographs 
captured the ruins of Fort Worth’s Swift Meat Packing 
plant in 2016, shortly before most were demolished. 
She entitled this one, “Pathway to Heaven.” See “The 
Painted Tombs of Swift,” beginning on p. 61.
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