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THE PATHFINDERS: History records that the
first white man to set foot in what is now Palo Pinto
County was the French explorer Pierre Vial. A native
of Lyons, Vial was familiar with the lands along the
Mississippi down to New Orleans before the American
Revolution and was on good terms with some of the
tribes along the Red River.

In 1784, after arriving in San Antonio, Vial was
employed by the Spanish Governor of Texas, Col.
Domingo Cabellos y Robles, to find the most direct
route to Santa Fe. He was charged to keep a diary,
record the distances travelled and make notes on the
Indian tribes encountered. In 1789, on his second trip to
Santa Fe, Vial journeyed up the Brazos River through
the Palo Pinto country. The earliest maps to include
details of this area bear the name “Palo Pinto.” Local
historians have speculated that the name, which means
“Painted Pole,” was applied to the mottled bark of the
oaks that line the banks of Palo Pinto creek.

Nearly fifty years later the famous frontiersman and
folk hero William A. “Bigfoot” Wallace became the
first anglo American to enter the Palo Pinto country. A
giant of a man, he claimed descent from the Scottish
heroes William Wallace and Robert the Bruce. In 1837
'he accompanied a surveying expedition up the Brazos
and, after being separated from the rest of the party
after an Indian attack, wandered into the Palo Pinto
country. Local legend holds that he camped in a cave
near Strawn in the southwest part of the county.

THE WILD WEST: By the late 1840’s Texas had
gained its independence, spent ten years as a republic
and joined the Union as the twenty-eighth state. But in
1849 the Palo Pinto country was still a part of the
wilderness west, Fifty miles to the east, the small
settlement at Fort Worth, established the same year,
still consisted of no more than a few dwellings, sheds,
and storehouses, and a half-dozen double log cabins.

Six years before, Sam Houston, President of the
Republic of Texas, had signed the Treaty of 1843 with
the Indian tribes of north Texas partitioning their
hunting grounds west of Fort Worth from the white
man’s land to the east. The line ran southwest from
Fort Worth (roughly following the route of Highway
377 through present day Stephenville) to the rains of
the old Spanish mission on the San Saba River in
Menard County, and from there southeast to San
Antonio.

Texas entered the Union in 1845 and two years

later, after the war with Mexico, the Texas Rangers and |

the U.S. Cavalry alike adopted this same demarcation
as the line “Where the West Begins.” At that point in

history Fort Worth was literally the “jumping off
place” where travelers who contemplated venturing
west of Fort Worth, would literally leave the east
behind and set off into the wilderness west.

Bt prior to 1849 practical routes to the far west did
not yet travel through Texas. The prospectors who
were headed to California in the gold rush of 1849
generally followed the Oregon-California Trail far to
the north of Texas. Attempts to find a southern route to
California, from San Antonio through El Paso and
Tucson, were finally successful that same year.

THE NATIVE AMERICANS: In June 1851
Colonel Sam Cooper with the U.S. Cavalry led an
expedition up the Brazos River to explore the area that
now comprises Palo Pinto County. He reported that
among the various villages of the Toni, Anadarko,
Caddo, Keechi, Waco and Tawakoni in the area were
about 1,000 men, women and children, including about
240 warriors. He found numerous villages, including
the Ioni camp at Village Bend south of Mineral Wells,
the Anadarko at Lone Camp, the Caddo on Bone Bend
at the mouth of Caddo Creek, and Keechi village just
across the river. Bone Bend is now inundated by the
waters of Lake Possum Kingdom.

Three years later, in 1854, the Texas Legislature
established two reservations near Fort Belknap, 30
miles northwest of Worth Ranch; one for the peaceful
tribes and one for the Comanche. By the summer of
1858 more that 1,100 members of the Palo Pinto tribes
were camped on the Salt Fork Reservation, while the
Clear Fork Reservation reported only 372 Comanche.

THE CAVALRY: In 1851 the War Department
authorized the U.S. Cavalry to establish a string of forts
through north and west Texas to protect the settlements
along the Brazos and Trinity rivers. These forts
included Fort Richardson just 25 miles north of Worth
Ranch, Fort Belknap 30 miles to the northwest, Fort
Griffin on the Clear Fork of the Brazos; Fort Phantom
Hill near present day Abilene, Fort Chadbourne on the
Colorado River, Fort Concho at present day San
Angelo, Fort McKavett on the San Saba, and others
stretching west to El Paso. Confederate Generals
Robert E. Lee and Albert Sidney Johnston were both
stationed at Fort Belknap for a time during the 1850’s,

In 1851 the Fort Worth-Fort Belknap Road opened
as a military supply road. Today the old road passes
through the northern part of Palo Pinto County, near
Oran and the town of Graford. It passes just six miles
north of Worth Ranch. It was along this road that many
of the early settlers first came to the Palo Pinto country,
Among them were names that would loom large in the

annals of Texas’ cattle drivers; names like Vaughn,
Crawford, Hittson, Slaughter, Carter, Dalton,
Goodnight and Loving.

THE TEXAS RANGERS: In the late 1850’s, as
the anglo scttlers began to encroach upon
Comancheria, conflict with plains tribes became more
prevalent. From 1858 to 1875 Indian raids in Palo Pinto
county and the surrounding area were more frequent
and more bloody than at any other time in the history of
Texas. Sul Ross, the famous Indian fighter and Texas
Ranger Captain joined local Rangers to help defend the
Palo Pinto frontier against the Comanche and Kiowa
during the early years of the Indian Wars.

THE GOODNIGHT-LOVING TRAIL: In the
Spring of 1857 Charlie Goodnight drove 437 longhorns
up the Brazos and into the area around Black Springs
on Keechi Creek. Soon after coming to Palo Pinto,
Goodnight met Oliver Loving, an experience cattleman
who operated a store on the new Fort Worth-Fort
Belknap Road. In 1860 Loving drove a herd north
across the Red River and through the Indian Nation. He
continued north to the Arkansas River and then west to
Pueblo and Denver. During this trip Loving became
friends with Kit Carson and Lucien Maxwell who
owned a large ranch at Cimarron, New Mexico
Termitory.

During the war years from 1861 to 1865 the Palo
Pinto cattle herds grew by the thousands. By Spring
1866 Goodnight and Loving had resolved to take a
herd of cattle west to Fort Sumner, New Mexico, and
then north to Colorado. Before they departed,
Goodnight designed and invented the chuck wagon and
commissioned a local wagonmaker to build the first
one for this trip. On the 6th of June 1866, Charlie
Goodnight and Oliver Loving, having trailed their
cattle west out of Palo Pinto county, joined their herds
near Fort Belknap and struck out to blaze a new catle
trail west.

With 19 armed riders and a mixed herd of 2,000
steers and cows they initially followed the stage coach
route of the Butterfield Overland Mail which had been
established in September 1858. The trail followed the
Clear Fork of the Brazos, past Fort Griffin and the ruins
of Fort Phantom Hill, and then southwest past Fort
Chadbourne to the middle Concho River. From there
the trail led across 80 burning miles of waterless desert
and through the Castle Mountains to Horsehead
Crossing on the Pecos River. During the three day
march across the desert they lost 300 head of cattle.
They lost another 100 head that were poisoned in the
alkali pools at the Pecos crossing. But the drive was




