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Dr. Richardson: But if you had one of those historic additions, they might get some ideas 

out of it.  

 

Interviewer: Yeah, yeah.  Could you tell me now, say, you know, your name and...? 

 

Dr. Richardson: I am Rupert N. Richardson, senior professor in history, Hardin-Simmons 

University.  This recording is being made on January 29
th

, 1968.  (pause in tape and 

noise from microphone) 

 

Interviewer: I guess the things that you were telling me the other day and... 

 

Dr. Richardson: Well, I’ll start in with this and you can use it as you like.   The Abilene 

country first came within the orbit of written history in connection with a series of forts 

established by the United States government along this frontier.  There was Fort Belknap 

in Young County, 100 miles northeast of us, Fort Phantom Hill in Jones County, not 

more than 15 miles north of Abilene, Fort Chadbourne, to the southwest about halfway 

between Abilene and San Angelo.  These were designed to enable troops of the United 

States to protect the frontier from marauding Indians.  For this country was the home of 

the Comanches, warlike, superb horsemen.  We can not even sketch the history of this 

frontier.  One incident, which occurred near Abilene, at least, near the site of Abilene, at 

least, it started near the site of Abilene, in 1860, must serve our purpose.  It was an 

experience that Major George H. Thomas had.  He is later known as “the Rock of 

Chickamauga,” winning renown in the War Between the States.  He was then a major.  

He was a part, incidentally, of the famed United States Second Cavalry, commanded by 

Albert Sydney Johnston.  The lieutenant colonel, or second in command, being Robert E. 

Lee.  Incidentally, Lee was stationed in this vicinity at old Camp Cooper, some 70 miles 

northeast of us for a period of nearly a year.  Back again to Thomas.  As he was finishing 

a scout in hunting Indians to the country west of us, and finding no Indians at all or only a 

very few, which was generally the case, for the Indians managed to stay out of the reach 

of the troops, he struck near the site of Abilene precisely just about the site of Dyess Air 

Force base, a fresh Indian trail.  This was in August 1860, the 25
th

 day of August, 1860.  

He followed the trail, which led northwest in the vicinity of the Double Mountains of the 

Brazos, some 60 miles north-northwest of us.  There his command sighted the Indians.  

The chase became a hot one.  The troops were gaining on the red men and seeing that the 

whole party of Indians was likely to be destroyed, an old Comanche warrior apparently 

decided that he was expendable.  He stopped, took refuge in a thicket, and made fight.  

He probably took off his moccasins, as was a Comanche custom, indicating that he’d not 

need them again.  As the excited troopers dashed up, he received them with a shower of 

arrows.  The bow and arrow was the only weapon that he had, though Indians often 

carried firearms at this time.  Twice wounded by these iron tipped dogwood switches, 

Major Thomas, through an interpreter, called on the Indian to surrender.  Instead of 
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surrendering, he berated his antagonist, defied them, calling them “Long Knives,” the 

Comanche term for the cavalry with their sabers, and defied them to do their worst.  

Managed to keep up his deadly archery for some time.  At least, before they had 

dispatched him, after he had received twenty or more wounds, then he himself was 

wounded three, and Thomas himself was wounded, as we’ve said, twice and a trooper 

was wounded three times.  The old Indian warrior carried more than twenty wounds.  His 

investment paid off.  His fellow warriors escaped from the troops. 

 

 Now we might come to an experience of the, a buffalo hunter in this vicinity.  I 

got this directly from the buffalo hunter himself.  He was J. Wright Mooar, M-double-O-

A-R.  A citizen, I believe, of New England or of New York, but he and his brothers 

migrated to the West in the 1870s.  First, set up hunting buffalo in the Dodge City, 

Kansas vicinity, going from there into the Panhandle country of Texas.  Indeed he just 

missed being in the Battle of Adobe Walls because he had left with a trainload of buffalo 

hides a few days before the Indians attacked the stockade or buffalo hunters outpost of, 

uh, of  Adobe Walls, at a site northeast of the present day Amarillo on June 27th, 1874.  

Now, after some experiences in the Panhandle of Texas, Mooar transferred his operations 

to, uh, nearer the center of the state, that is, to Fort Griffin then on the Texas frontier and 

incidentally a sort of jumping off place, a clearing house, a supply market, a hide market, 

indeed the center of the buffalo hunting industry of the South Plains.  And Mr. Mooar 

always insisted that the killing of buffalo was a business, not a sport, and an honorable 

business.  They were making way for cattle.  They were making way for settlers and the 

buffalo had to go.  That was his contention.  The, he had something of a hassle with the 

commanding officer at Fort Griffin.  The troops didn’t like for the hunters to go into the 

buffalo country, but they had no authority to keep them out.  All they could do was to 

bluff to go out and force them to leave the country.  This was in the fall of 1875.  Mr. 

Mooar made his way following a trail that led from Fort Griffin out into this vicinity, but 

as they got into what is now the Abilene country, they began to hunt buffalo, not with the 

idea of getting any great number because they knew that the large herds were farther west 

some fifty miles.  But they began to hunt to find an animal for meat.  They had no beef, 

no buffalo meat on which they lived very largely.  So it was in hunting for this buffalo 

meat that Mr. Mooar killed his first buffalo on that trip and he remembered it very 

vividly.  In later years, he showed me the spot and was even precise enough to say it was 

at the site of Mary Francis Hall on the Hardin-Simmons campus.   

 

Naturally, he remembered that he killed this buffalo in the autumn of 1875.  

Certainly nobody living in the country at the time although there were cattlemen were 

beginning to penetrate here and there and doing a little bit of ranging of herds.  Naturally, 

I inquired of him how he could remember and be so positive, he, who had killed more 

than 20,000 buffalo.  It was a business with him, I repeat.  And he was, he could show the 

receipts for the hides. He wore out two huge so called fifty-fifty rifles killing buffalo, and 

wore another one considerably, another rifle.  How he could remember killing one 

buffalo, well he repeated, this was the first one he had killed.  He was hunting on this trip. 

He was hunting for beef.  It was a fine buffalo heifer.  Hunting for meat and then he 

remembered it because of the post oak grove.  It was a fine post oak grove running 

southeast - northwest about a mile.  The Hardin-Simmons campus is now located being 
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about the center of the west edge of it.  A mile in length and less than half a mile wide, it 

was very pronounced.  All around was open prairie or just here and there a mesquite.  It 

was not far from the trail they were following.  And he fixed his memory on the occasion 

because of that.  Then he went on to explain that he never did leave the country for long.  

He was back in it the next year and the next and hardly a year passed thereafter when he 

was not back in the country locating at Snyder and for sometime after the railroad came 

to Abilene in 1881, he would come to Abilene to trade and the road incidentally led right 

by this spot.  So it was no marvelous thing for a man to remember as he passed the trail 

here in 1881 or 1882 that here was the site that in 1875, he had killed that fine young 

buffalo when they were all so hungry for buffalo meat.   

 

So much for killing the buffalo on the Hardin-Simmons campus. [Slight pause in 

tape. Clears throat.]  This, uh, incident, episode certainly should be interesting in the 

history of Abilene.  It was the birth of Abilene.  The genesis of Abilene.  We must 

explain explicitly that it was written by Mr. Sam L. Chalk: a surveyor; a seasoned 

frontiersman at that time though a young man; a man, who sat in the meeting where the 

city of Abilene was planned.  The late Judge R. C. Crain, the leading promoter in 

founding the West Texas Historical Association, knew Mr. Chalk and prevailed upon him 

to write a letter recounting the scene of the events when Abilene was planned by 

cattlemen and railroad men and Chalk himself, a surveyor.  This letter was written from 

Mr. Chalk’s home at DeKalb, Texas, April 9
th

, 1928.  Unfortunately, Mr. Chalk didn’t 

write more.  It’s unfortunate that he did not do what he planned to do, follow this most 

interesting letter with other letters.  I shall not read the entire letter.  We can get the story 

from a page or about or a page or two.  He says after recounting various experiences in 

Taylor County, which he knew well, for he had surveyed over the county.  He tells, he 

gives this incident, which occurred in 1880.  He does not give the date, but the 

genuineness of his account is unmistakable.  “I will now come,” he writes, “to what may, 

we may call the birth of Abilene.  Mr. J. N. Simpson had become interested in the 

location of what we expected to be the best town west of Fort Worth,” and so it has 

proven.  But I do not think anyone envisioned the present city, if I may interpolate there, 

and go into the story a little.  I might point out that Mr. Simpson was the owner of the 

Hashknife Ranch, the headquarters of which were located on the bluff overlooking Cedar 

Creek just west of the site of Abilene Christian College in the city limits of Abilene, 

Texas.  I once visited the site with an old cowboy, who had been linked with the ranch.  

So much for the place.  Now to continue with Mr. Chalk’s story.  [clears throat]  Back 

again to Mr. Chalk’s story.  He states, “By arrangement we had a meeting at the Hughes 

and Simpson ranch house with the Colonel H. C. Withers, who was right-of-way agent 

for the Texas- Pacific railroad and also town site locator.  Mr. C. W. Merchant came from 

Belle Plain bringing with him Colonel Berry, a merchant in Belle Plain, and as fine 

example of the true country southern gentleman as could be found anywhere.  Colonel 

Berry was not interested in our scheme at that time, but he became so later.  Mr. J. D. 

Merchant, twin brother of C. W. Merchant, and I spent the previous night at Buffalo Gap 

where we had gone for data to be used at the meeting.  We left Buffalo Gap in the 

morning driving a pair of little Spanish mules to a buggy.  Two or three men were needed 

to hold them. When we started, they ran for a mile or two, gradually slowing down until 

about half way to the ranch, they quit, but we managed to get through by slapping them 
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along with a slicker.  We arrived at the ranch just before noon, Mr. C. W. Merchant and 

Colonel Berry coming a little later.  Colonel Withers and Colonel Simpson were already 

at the ranch..”  I will say that there was only one colonel there, Colonel Berry. The others 

were just Clabe and the two Johns, and Horace.  After a fine ranch dinner, they began to 

discuss it.  By “they”, I mean Mr. H. C. Withers representing the railroad, Mr. John N. 

Simpson for his firm, the ranch company, and Mr. C. W. Merchant, our interests, 

representing our interests.  “They went thoroughly into the matter and looking back over 

this almost half a century, I can see the remarkable foresight shown, almost prophetic, in 

selecting the location of the beautiful city of Abilene.  Colonel Withers left the naming of 

the site to Mr. Simpson and Mr. C. W. Merchant.  They were both cattlemen and were 

expecting this to be a leading shipping point similar to Abilene, Kansas.”  You might say, 

leaving Mr. Chalk’s story, that Mr. Merchant is credited with supplying the name and the 

place was named Abilene after Abilene, Kansas.  The term is a biblical one, uh, abileni, 

meaning, we’re told “grassy plain.” 

 

Back again to Mr. Chalk’s story.  “Almost immediately after this meeting, I sold 

my interests to my partners,” Mr. Chalk writes, “and moved to Baylor County thus 

parting with my material interest in Taylor County and Abilene.”  [clears throat]  He 

states that he has gone somewhat in detail about this meeting because of its importance.  

We wish he had given even more detail about this meeting at the Hashknife Ranch house, 

one day in 1880 when Abilene of our own day was conceived.  [Long pause] 

 

I was trying to find this history of Abilene here written by a fellow that has lots of 

detail in it, but he overlooked some very….[shuffles papers] 

 

Interviewer:  I’ll let you start this whenever you feel like talking again, Dr. Richardson.  

Okay?  I’ll be right in the other room here.  We’re just about through with our interview 

and I’ll be back in with you.  All right? 

 

Dr. Richardson: Give me just a little time here.  I need to find something. 

 

Interviewer:  All right.  It can run and it won’t do any harm so whenever you feel like 

talking, you just start and it won’t hurt anything.  All right? Good. I’ll be right in here.  

[long pause in tape] 

 

Dr. Richardson: [clears throat]  Perhaps the best known Abilenian, when I came to the 

city first in 1907, was the chief of police, John J. Clinton.  Mr. Clinton had had a career 

of adventure.  Born in Ireland, immigrated to America as a lad, fought for the 

Confederacy during the Civil War.  After the war, he became a scout for the United 

States Army.  He is pictured by the artist Remington in the well known picture, piece of 

artwork, the Fight at the Waterhole.  This was when he was a scout for the army.  He was 

a member of the police force of Dodge City, Kansas.  Then came to Abilene about the 

middle 1880s.  Was soon Chief of Police and continued as chief of police until his death 

in 1922.  One practice he had that impressed people greatly, has almost been forgotten, 

but in Chief Clinton’s day it was the best known annual celebration of New Years.  It was 

about 1888 when the chief decided that there was too much violence in the streets of 
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Abilene on New Years Eve and so he issued an order that saloons close at midnight and 

he let it be known that trigger happy cowboys and equally reckless townsmen would stop 

or at least cut down on their disturbances after midnight.  At any rate, the saloons would 

close and that would take care of the center of these disturbances.  So Chief Clinton 

marked his curfew by firing his pistol at a given point just south of the railroad by, near a 

saloon.  He fired each New Years evening at midnight as long as he lived and then 

thereafter it was carried on by his friends for some years, this midnight curfew that comes 

out of Abilene’s wild and rather tumultuous pioneer days.  The Taylor County Historical 

Survey Committee has placed a marker at the site where the chief stood when he closed 

the saloons each New Years night by his midnight curfew. 

 

 There are some interesting firsts in Abilene.  The first telephone, we may not be 

able to fix with precision, but its coming was a matter of some measure of delight to the 

people.  The Abilene City Council granted a franchise to the Abilene Telephone 

Company for installing a telephone system.  The date of the franchise was March 27th, 

1895.  Already there were telephones in Abilene, no doubt.  The Abilene Reporter 

published a news story on February 15th, 1895 that the phone company would begin 

construction as soon as supplies could be secured.  Mr. C. W. Roberts was the organizer 

and manager of the Abilene Telephone Company.  The company was often referred to as 

the “Roberts” Telephone Company.  In 1896, the telephone company constructed a 

telephone line to Anson, which was strung on pine posts.  The following year the line was 

extended to Merkel.   

 

 Oil has meant a great deal to the Abilene country and to Abilene itself.  There 

were some oil development or efforts at development in Taylor County at a very early 

day, but it was not followed up to any great extent.  We’re told that in 1916, Frank P. Fox 

[spelling?] drilled a wildcat well, eight miles southeast of Abilene.  This well was drilled 

3260 feet where it encountered a showing of oil, but it did not make producer.  Fox 

drilled another well near the present Lake Kirby, a mile south of Abilene.  Here again it 

was not, the well was not a producer.  In 1918, Fred T. Woods, Jr. headed what was 

probably the first local oil company in Abilene.  The company was known as the Punch 

Oil Company.  It drilled a well on the Ian Kirby farm, a half mile due west of where 

another oil well had been drilled, all in the Abilene vicinity.  The Kirby well produced a 

good showing of oil, but was not developed as a producer.  Most of Taylor County’s oil 

wells have been discovered since 1941.  [shuffles papers and pause in tape] 

 

 Abilene’s streetcar system had an impressive and somewhat important history.  

The streetcar service was started just at the beginning of 1908, as I recall.  I’m speaking 

from memory.  The line ran from the Hardin-Simmons campus south to a point near the 

location of the present Episcopal Church, something like a mile and a half southwest of 

downtown Abilene.   And interesting and amusing picture occurred either in the first run 

the cars made or one of the earliest.  The promoters of the streetcar line were riding the 

car.  One of the promoters, not experienced as a motorman, was in charge.  He was 

running the car.  He was the motorman.  At the end of the line, the car did not stop.  

Tradition has it that the track had been greased.  At any rate, the car ran on to the end of 

line and ran off, completely off of the line before it could be stopped.  It was exciting.  It 



6 

 

may have been a little frightful, but in later years, it’s funny.  Nobody was hurt.  The car 

was put back on and proceeded to make its rounds, well-guided by a motorman.  That 

story might be matched with one that comes in later years with students, who rode the car 

to their morning classes.  It was the system of transportation for Abilene in those days.  

Not many people had cars, automobiles, and the streetcar was used by just about 

everybody.  These students complained that they were late for class because a certain 

motorman had to get off and have a cup of coffee at a place on the line and sometimes 

tarried too long and one morning, one young woman took hold of the controls and ran the 

car northward to the end of the line at the Hardin-Simmons campus.  Yes, there was a 

investigation and maybe a little talk of discipline, but nothing much was ever done and 

the motorman cut down on his coffee break thereafter. [shuffles papers, pause in tape] 

 

 Air transportation was somewhat epochal in Abilene.  The Dr. M. T. Ramsey is 

credited with promoting the idea of making Abilene a point for air transportation and 

developing an airfield.  He secured the assistance of the West Texas Air Transport.  The 

airway, the airfield was started in the 1920s.   The most outstanding event was when 

Charles Lindbergh flew to Abilene in 1927 in his famous Spirit of St. Louis.  Spent some 

time in the city.  That stimulated interest in air travel in Abilene.  That was an epoch 

marking event in the history of air transportation for the city.  Lindbergh’s visit in 1927. 

[shuffles papers and pauses] 

 

 We might return to some other events in the very early history of the community.  

The date of Abilene’s birth is commonly given as March 15
th

 in 1881.  It was that day 

that the town lots sales were held, from a railway car, I believe.  At least, the railroad ran 

in a train on that occasion.  And the location of the sale was near the location of the Texas 

& Pacific depot. The a…  Already there was a thriving town here, however, when the 

town lots sale occurred, but there was some lively bidding, a huge crowd, real  

excitement  and so March 15
th

 may well be emphasized and recorded as Abilene’s 

birthday.   The 15
th

 day of March 1881, the sale of town lots was held and officially 

Abilene had its beginnings.   

 

 There was excitement some three years later, less than that it was, when the city 

of Buffalo Gap, the village of Buffalo Gap, which had been the county seat of Taylor 

County, lost to Abilene the county seat.  An election was held.  It was alleged that 

Abilene brought in voters who were not qualified.  At any rate, the returns of the election 

were against Buffalo Gap.  Abilene was declared the county seat. That election was, no 

doubt, the most exciting one in the history of Abilene. 

 

  An epoch in the history of Abilene has its beginning back in 1890 when the 

Abilene Board of Trade was organized with Captain Louis C. Wise vice-president.  Wise 

was president.  The organization advertised the Abilene country, the Texas & Pacific 

railroad aided them in that, and contributed, beyond a doubt, greatly to the growth of 

Abilene.  It was some years later that the Abilene Board of Trade gave way to the 

Abilene 25,000 Club.  That was in 1896.  A group of businessmen met in the city fire 

station on Cedar Street and organized the Abilene 25,000 Club.  The name chosen by the 

club’s founders was in keeping with their ambition, mainly that the town of Abilene 
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should reach a population of 25,000 by the spring of 1910.    It was a worthy ambition.  It 

was not realized for some decades later, but it has been far surpassed in our own time.    

  


