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For those who know
that every good campfire
deserves a good story.

The fire burns low,
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NOTE TO THE READER
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THE STORIES IN THIS collection come from the hills, rivers, brush country, and campfires of Texas. Some are inspired by old legends. Others grew from the kind of tales that seem to take on a life of their own each time they are told.
Whether they are fact, fiction, or something in between is for you to decide.
Pull your chair a little closer to the fire and enjoy the stories.
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TEXAS HAS ALWAYS BEEN a land of storytellers.
Long before highways crossed the countryside, people gathered beside rivers, around campfires, and beneath starlit skies to share tales of strange happenings, remarkable characters, clever creatures, and mysteries that could not easily be explained.
Some stories were true. Some were exaggerated. And some grew a little taller every time they were told.
The stories collected here are inspired by the folklore, legends, and landscapes of the Frio Country and the surrounding hills of South Texas. They are meant to be read aloud, shared with family and friends, and enjoyed beside a campfire whenever possible.
So settle in, listen carefully, and remember:
Every good campfire deserves a good story.
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The Headless Horseman of Uvalde County
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THE TEXAS REPUBLIC was not a civilized place in the early days.  There were constant clashes between various Indian tribes, Mexicans and the frontiersmen pushing westward into unknown lands. If animals, illness or starvation didn’t do you in there were marauders, banditos, outlaws and scavengers right behind. 

You would’ve been half crazy, brave, or a little of both to want to take on this place back in those days. Texas folklore is rich with characters and their exploits over the ground you’re on right now.  Some of the stories may sound far-fetched, but in every story told and retold is a touch of truth.  This is one of many stories surrounding a famous Texas Ranger by the name of William “Bigfoot” Wallace.

Not all that long ago in Texas the punishment for shooting your neighbor wasn’t nearly as bad as stealing a horse.  A horse thief that got caught was as sure as dead. As punishment they would often find themselves dangling from the end of a rope on the nearest tree and left there to scare away other thieves.  For some reason this didn’t work as expected and the bodies of failed horse thieves were hanging from trees all over the place.

One Mexican thief by the name of Vidal was cleverer than most and managed to escape the rope for many years, stealing hundreds of horses.  He led outlaw camps on both sides of the border, stealing from ranchers and escaping each time.

Even as Vidal raised the ire of the ranchers, Comanche Indians often raided settlements, stealing, killing and generally terrorizing early Texas settlers. It happened one day that the Comanche raided a settlement and were pursued northward by most of the men, leaving the settlement unguarded. Vidal and his gang took this opportunity to gather dozens of horses from the local ranches, including one owned by Creed Taylor, who was as mean as a rattlesnake and happened to be friends with Bigfoot Wallace. Creed was also a Texas Ranger, and on that day it also happened that he did not chase the Comanche Indians and saw Vidal trying to take his horses.

Vidal may have had a change of heart had he known anything about the man who was now pursuing him through the brush country.  Certainly he would have gone another direction had he known what would happen next.  

Creed Taylor was not gaining ground on Vidal, who was looking like he would once again escape frontier justice. It was just then that Taylor happened upon Bigfoot Wallace at a bend in the river just below Uvalde. Hearing what happened the two set their minds to track down Vidal and put an end to his raids once and for all.

Next to the Comanche Indians there probably never existed a better tracker than Bigfoot Wallace. In a matter of days he and Taylor tracked Vidal to a camp and waited until night to make their move. As the moon rose Taylor and Wallace sneaked up on the band of thieves, and though outnumbered, shot them all dead...except for Vidal.

Bigfoot knew the usual warnings had done little to discourage thieves, and that stronger measures might be needed. Then and there he devised a punishment so strange and fearsome that folks would speak of it for generations.  

Bound and defeated, Vidal was delivered to frontier justice.

Among the herd of stolen horses was a large wild black stallion that few men could ride. Wallace and Taylor caught the beast, blindfolded him, and secured the outlaw upon the saddle with rawhide and leather straps.

When all was ready, Bigfoot gave the horse a mighty slap and let out a scream that could have been heard clear to Knippa.

The stallion exploded into the night with its cursed rider strapped tight upon its back.

Bigfoot hoped that this clever trick would scare away any other horse thieves and cattle rustlers.  He had no idea that a legend was just born – the legend of the headless horseman of Uvalde County. Bigfoot’s plan worked better than he could have hoped. For years settlers and outlaws alike trembled hearing stories of sightings of a headless rider all over southern Texas.  From nowhere the charging stallion would appear with the serape of the headless horseman flapping in the wind. Attempts to shoot the devil were in vain because no bullet could bring him down.  

After many years, a posse of brave cowboys set out to track the headless horseman once and for all.

They found the black stallion near a watering hole south of Alice and brought it down.

What they discovered has never been fully agreed upon.

Some claimed a weathered skeleton remained lashed to the saddle.

Others swore there was nothing there at all.

Whatever the truth, no one who saw it ever spoke of the details without first lowering their voice.

Even after the “real” headless horseman was captured, the legend continued throughout the South.  Stories of sightings continued to be reported, and the devil rider was blamed for mysteries of missing cattle, horses and people.  He was even blamed for crops dying, wells drying up and general bad luck.

To this day, some say that on a moon-filled night the shadow of a horse with a headless rider on its back has been seen in the distance.  
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