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			Preface

			

			

			While researching a history book about Helotes, Texas, a small town near San Antonio, I heard bits and pieces of a story about the murder of a sergeant in Texas Ranger Minute Men Troop V of Medina County, which mustered into service September 1, 1872. Several men from the Helotes settlement in northwest Bexar County had enlisted in the troop, composed of farmers and ranchers, to stave off Indian raids.

			In the summer of 1873, after the troop had been together for almost a year, Sergeant John Green was shot and killed by a Ranger under his command in circumstances shrouded in mystery. The Ranger who killed him—Cesario Menchaca—was one of three in the troop of Mexican descent. A farmer, Menchaca had also served as a constable in the Helotes precinct.

			I continued to research and ask questions, and slowly the details of the murder emerged. The more I learned about the events surrounding the shooting, the more intrigued I became. When I learned that “Old Man Marnoch”—a prominent, but eccentric, character—was involved, I was hooked.

			Gabriel Wilson Marnoch, also known as G. W. Marnock (1838–1920), was the eldest son of the founding family of Helotes. An emigrant from Scotland, he became a frontier naturalist who discovered four new reptile and amphibian species in the Helotes hills and served as a field correspondent for paleontologist Professor Edward Drinker Cope. Marnoch’s herpetological collections can now be found at the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC, and the Mayborn Museum at Baylor University. Marnoch also carried on an extensive correspondence by letter with the “Father of American Vertebrate Paleontology,” Professor Joseph Leidy of the Academy of Natural Sciences in Philadelphia.

			The Marnoch homestead, built in 1859, is a Texas Historic Landmark and is mostly associated with Gabriel, who lived there with his wife and children until his death.

			Eighty-four-year-old Armin Eldmendorf, who taught school in Helotes in 1907, wrote in a 1974 memoir: “I inquired how to get to the Marnock [sic] house, as Gabriel Marnock was one of the three school trustees I had to see. The saloonkeeper warned me about Marnock and confirmed the story I had been given by the County Superintendent of Schools. Marnock, it was rumored, was an educated man who had committed two murders.”

			Two murders?

			An exhaustive search of county criminal records and newspapers yielded the story of one murder. But further research led me from Marnoch to the tale of John Green and his killer, Cesario Menchaca.

			As I delved more deeply into the story of the men and the Texas Ranger troop, I realized this was more than a story about a killing. It was the story of an era. Green’s killing exemplifies the chaotic frontier society in Texas after the Civil War, a time fraught with political turmoil, cultural clashes, and a tenuous hold on life.

			And yet, even amid the chaos, the virgin landscape of Texas was a magnet to those interested in the natural sciences in the nineteenth century, an era often referred to as the Age of Darwin, a nod to British naturalist Charles Darwin, who in 1859 and 1871, respectively, published his seminal scientific works, The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man.

			Darwin’s works espoused the theory of evolution by means of natural selection and inspired naturalists throughout the world. In Texas, those engaged in the natural sciences often had to contend with hostility and suspicion. While pioneers struggled for survival, intrepid and often eccentric men traipsed across the countryside with large hooks, snake bags, and jars filled with alcohol preservatives, into which were stuffed an assortment of wildlife. It is not hard to imagine the dismay of settlers neither scientifically inclined, nor willing to concede relation to apes.

			Nevertheless, according to Samuel Wood Geiser, author of Naturalists of the Frontier, “several hundred men of science labored in Texas in the pioneer days.” In particular, the 1870s were a time of “awakened interest in natural history in Texas,” and during this decade Helotes’s preeminent naturalist Gabriel Wilson Marnoch began his work in earnest.

			The 1870s also saw disgruntled Indian tribes forced onto US reservations and others who fled across the Mexican border wage an escalating, frantic, but ultimately foiled crusade to regain their territory and prominence. Their bounty was horses, and they could not have chosen a more valuable commodity to steal from the Texan usurpers.

			 

			Cynthia Leal Massey 
Helotes, Texas

			

		

	
		
			
			PART ONE

			1870–1880

			We will now discuss in a little more detail the struggle for existence.

			—Charles Darwin, The Origin of Species

		

	
		
			
			I sat up many nights at my window with a blanket and had a gun under it and I thought every minute the Indians were coming in the yard.

			—Augusta Ballscheit

			1

			Indians Were Coming

			February 1870

			John Green dozed off on the couch to the aroma of Gussie’s cooking and the swish of her broom on the porch. The tension in his muscles relaxed after the long horseback ride with Jacob Hoffman. Riding through a neighbor’s ranch, they’d found a dead mare pierced with arrows, pieces of flesh cut from its haunch, a sure sign that Comanches were in the area. The beginning of 1870 was proving no different from the previous years. In fact, Indian raids were increasing all over Texas.

			Despite the new line of forts reinstituted along the Texas frontier a year after the end of the war and an 1867 treaty that conferred “firm title” to almost three million acres to the Indians north of the Washita River (in exchange for ninety million acres ceded to the US government), sporadic raids and killings continued. The tribes, accustomed to roaming the plains at will, did not like the aggressive military muscle used to move them onto the reservations, nor the confinement to their allotted land. They began slipping out of the reservations, and their favorite place of mayhem was Texas, the former republic.

			Since the mid-1700s, the Comanches had ruled the Texas plains. Although Texas had joined the Union in 1845, the Comanches considered it a territory apart from the United States and not governed by the rules of the treaty.

			Green’s infant son Willie was snuggled in a quilt to keep off the chill. The babe slept peacefully in his cradle, despite the moonlight piercing through cracks in the shuttered windows of the limestone cabin.

			Gussie’s voice sliced through her husband’s slumber. “Someone’s after the horses!”

			John leapt off the couch and rushed to the porch. The distant sound of hooves drummed on the dry earth. A howl broke over the steady beat.

			Behind him, Gussie said, “Sounds like a hurt dog.”

			Groggy from sleep, John rubbed his eyes as he ran toward the gate, his wife trailing him. They heard someone riding toward them and froze.

			Two Indians on horseback stopped in front of John’s saddle horse, hobbled not fifteen feet from the house where he’d left it after his return from his long day in the saddle. One of the Indians jumped off his mount, slashed the hobbles, and climbed on John’s horse. John ran back to the cabin, cursing himself for neglecting to grab his gun on the way out. When he returned with his rifle, the Indians—and his horse—were gone.

			He and Gussie rushed over to the broken-down dun left by the raiders. It had a split ear and three marks on its thigh. “Comanche,” John said.

			Gussie ran back to the cabin and bolted the door shut as John pushed through the brush toward the creek and the Jacob Hoffmann homestead.

			John and Jacob returned a few hours later, on foot, with the grim news that all of Jacob’s horses had been stolen, as well as those of their neighbor Friedrick Braun. John Green’s loss of his saddle horse was insignificant compared to Jacob’s loss of forty animals and Braun’s twelve.

			When Gussie asked about the howls, Jacob told her the Indians had shot his dog with an arrow, and his ranch hand had “pulled it out.”

			The men left again, returning several hours later on saddle horses as the sun rose. Gussie met them on the porch. Jacob said they’d “sent word to the soldiers stationed in San Antonio to come and trail the Indians.”

			Illness prevented Braun joining the chase, but both John and Jacob left again to follow the trail. Jacob welcomed any occasion to go after Indians, perhaps in revenge for what they’d done to his older brother fourteen years earlier. While John Hoffmann worked on the roof of his cabin on the bank of the Medina River, Comanches had attacked. He’d been foolhardy to insist on building his homestead in the wilderness, but Jacob was sure his brother didn’t deserve to be mutilated, scalped, and left on the ground naked, arrows shot through his head and back. This memory urged Jacob on, although his wife, nine months pregnant, was past her due date. He did ask Green to return home to look after both their families.

			When Jacob returned a few days later, empty-handed, he was greeted with congratulations on the birth of a son, his fifth child. And area ranchers were eager to hear what happened on the trail. Jacob’s response was later reported in a deposition in the United States Court of Claims for Indian Depredations.

			 

			We followed the trail for about 25 miles . . . and night overtook us. The Indians set the prairies on fire that night. . . . The next morning we went off the trail to get some water and when we got back on it everything was burnt up. The Lieutenant refused to go on because he had orders to only follow the trail . . .

			 

			On hearing this story, the ranchers railed against the Indians, the post soldiers, and the federal government’s peace policy. Under this 1867 policy, President Grant had assigned Quaker pacifists to administer the business of the reservation tribes. The theory was that through the inculcation of Christianity and education, including the teaching of agriculture, the tribes would learn to accept a peaceful existence on their reservations.

			Another part of the policy required that the Army remain passive in its dealings with the Indians. Only if the tribes were caught in an illegal or injurious act as it was being perpetrated could the Army intervene. Their orders were to escort those Indians who’d left the reservation back to the Indian Territory. They were not allowed to follow the Indians into their territory, “even in hot pursuit,” and the Army could not punish Indians “without the permission of the agents, for any cause.”

			Texans believed that the Comanches and their allies were being coddled and protected by the US government, which had turned a blind eye to “unscrupulous traders” who sold firearms to the Indians in exchange for horses and other contraband stolen from isolated Texas ranches.

			John Green had been lucky this time; the raid had cost him only one horse. But he still felt a bitter gall about the thirty-six horses the renegades had stolen a year previously, just a few days after he brought his bride to the ranch. Fine stock they were. Their sale to the Army post would have provided much needed income for his family. He knew how Jacob felt; he also knew that it was futile to depend on others—particularly the government—to protect your property and family.

			He’d learned early that life in Texas was one hard blow after another. You either got up swinging, or you stayed put licking your wounds, never amounting to much.

			December 1852

			Johann Gruen, the boy who would become John Green, lost both his parents by the time he was twelve. After his father’s death in December 1852, he lingered on the fringes of the crowd assembled at his family’s Fredericksburg, Texas, farm as the auctioneer sold off the last of his father’s estate. People looked at him with pity. “Johann,” they said, “your Vater was a good man. May he rest in peace.”

			But they were also ravenous for his family’s belongings. The livestock were the first to go: a yoke of oxen, three cows and calves, three heifers, a horse, five hogs, eight chickens, and a rooster. The foodstuff quickly followed: forty cobs of corn, fifty pumpkins, a bucket of dry beans, and twelve pounds of salted butter. With each knock of the gavel on the makeshift table, Johann’s heart fell. The sale of the household items hit him the hardest, the personal things he’d seen his Mutter and Vater use: the butter churn, the copper coffee kettle, the shovel and the hoe, his Vater’s clothes.

			When it was over, his neighbors walked away with 137 items from the house and barn that had once belonged to a fellow immigrant, who like them had come from Germany to this wilderness called Texas for a better life. While their dreams lived on, Frederick Gruen’s were now as dust.

			Conrad Ernst, executor of Gruen’s estate, was pleased with the outcome of the auction. Johann and his siblings had made $350 from the sale. Their neighbors had been generous. Coupled with proceeds from the future sale of his father’s land—640 acres from a land grant obtained through the German Emigration Company, 320 acres his father had purchased for back taxes, and the 20-acre town lot—the Gruen children were far from destitute. Yet, this knowledge, while comforting, could not ease the heartache.

			Johann’s mother, Catherine, had passed away two years earlier, a sad event that began the transformation of the Gruen family. His little brother Henry, barely two, had been sent to live with the widow Schmidt, the midwife who’d delivered him. That she and Henry lived on property adjacent to the Gruens’ Fredericksburg town lot was little consolation.

			With their father’s death, Johann and his ten-year-old sister Catherine would also be parted: she to live with the Ernst family in town and on their ranch southwest of Fredericksburg near the Pedernales River; he, to the home of former Gillespie County Sheriff Louis Martin, now a stock raiser who owned a large spread on the north bank of the Llano River, forty-two miles northwest of Fredericksburg.

			Since he was a child, Johann had skirted death. On his family’s voyage from Germany when he was six, an infectious disease had plagued several passengers, resulting in premature death and burial at sea. Johann and his family escaped the pernicious sickness. They’d arrived at the bustling port of Galveston Island in the spring of 1846. Although a major port of entry for immigrants, the small Texas island with no bridge to the mainland was not suitable for large groups of people destined to travel inland. Like other immigrants under the auspices of the German Emigration Company, the Gruen family boarded a smaller vessel for a voyage to Indianola, a coastal town about one hundred miles southwest of Galveston.

			Founded a couple of years before by the colonist commissioner Prince Carl of Solms, Germany, ostensibly because it was a more “suitable harbor” with “fresh water,” Indianola had become a tent haven for more than seven thousand immigrants, stranded in part because of the war that broke out between the United States and Mexico in May 1846. The private teamsters hired by the emigration company could not resist the higher pay offered by the US Army, and left their charges to fend for themselves over the hot and mosquito-infested summer season.

			As summer progressed, malaria, dysentery, and strange fevers gripped the beleaguered colonists and by the fall of 1846, “approximately 3,800 [had] died.” Johann saw bodies wrapped in sheets being carried away in carts, and he heard the wails piercing through the canvas tents that populated the coastal town. Again, he, his parents, and his sister were spared.

			When his family finally left Indianola in a caravan of wagons several months after their arrival, Johann had seen discarded furniture and wooden crosses along the rugged trail. He knew not to ask why they were there. He’d already begun to understand the hardships of life.

			They arrived several weeks later at the settlement called Fredericksburg, a Hill Country town of well-timbered limestone hills and crystal clear rivers and streams. For a short time, life in this exotic place had been idyllic. Friendly, dark-skinned natives roamed the main street of Fredericksburg with pecans and beads to trade, often for salt and tobacco.

			On hot summer days after his chores, Johann joined his friends at Baron’s Creek, a stream that ran through the town. Tall grass and rushes grew along the red clay creek bank. The boys covered themselves with the clay and hid in the rushes waiting for Indians to appear.

			When a group walked by, the boys would jump up and whoop and yell, “like little wild Indians.” The natives laughed, and sometimes they joined the boys for a swim.

			The friendly relations were the result of an 1847 treaty negotiated by the new German Emigration Company commissary general, John O. Meusebach, and Penateka Comanche chiefs Buffalo Hump, Santa Anna, and Old Owl. Meusebach knew that the land grants issued to the immigrants were worthless without cooperation from the Indians. On his side was the fact that he represented a people with whom the Comanches had no prior experience. The Comanche tribes despised the Texans and Mexicans, whom they considered interlopers and with whom they’d shared a treacherous past.

			The Meusebach-Comanche treaty allowed the German settlers to travel into Indian territory unmolested and gave the same consideration to the Indians to go to the white settlements. Among other provisions, which included monetary payments to the Indians, the treaty opened to German settlement more than three million acres in the heart of the Comancheria.

			Johann perhaps thought the dangers that seemed to lurk everywhere they traveled were over.

			He was wrong.

			In 1849, speculators passing through the German town on their way to the gold fields in California left in their wake the seeds of a cholera epidemic. Many settlers and several friends died that summer. Johann soberly watched as men, bandanas covering their faces, drove ox-drawn carts through the village to gather the bodies of the dead.

			But until death touched him personally, he’d not known what it meant to be bereft. Now, like a living thing, the word and its meaning enveloped him.

			After the auction of his father’s possessions, Johann accompanied Sheriff Martin to his new home on the Llano River, near Willow Creek. The feather mattress and trunk filled with bed linens, towels, and clothing—the boy’s sole belongings—bumped against the side of the wagon on the way to the Martin Ranch. John Green, as his guardian now called him, would bunk with the hands in one of the outlying cabins on the ranch. The German-born Martin, one of the original colonists in Fredericksburg, had taken to the frontier and the American way of life with relish. A short stocky man with a round face, he smoked a six-inch-long pipe and carried a rifle and lariat wherever he went. The former sheriff would not coddle his new charge.

			John had heard the story of how when Martin was a boy in the old country, he’d shot an arrow through an oil portrait of himself after he decided the likeness was not good enough. Would he shoot an arrow through John if the boy didn’t work to his potential? John was not willing to find out.

			Martin’s wife, Elizabeth, and three children under the age of five greeted them when they arrived. John smiled at Elizabeth, the older sister of his friend William Arhelger, who lived in Fredericksburg and whom John had asked to watch over his younger sister and brother. The Martins had recently moved to their new homestead, so there was a lot of work to be done plowing, planting, and harvesting crops and tending livestock.

			For the next few years on the ranch at Willow Creek, John gained knowledge of the stock-raising business. In 1856, Martin signed a contract with the US Army to supply fresh beef to several posts along the frontier. John accompanied him on freighting trips, getting a taste for the world outside the insulated German community. He became acquainted with Edwin Lane, sutler for the Second Cavalry, who supplied stores at Camp Verde, Fort Mason, and Fort McKavett, among other government posts. Known as “Stuttering Lane,” the sutler had immigrated to Texas from Virginia in the early 1850s, settling in Fredericksburg. Despite his verbal affliction, Lane was considered a “clever” gentleman, as evidenced by the value of his holdings in 1860 of $4,500 in real estate and $10,000 in personal estate.

			Lane had formed a partnership with fellow Virginian Bladen Mitchell, who’d started a ranch to raise horses to sell to the government posts. The ranch was on the north side of the Medina River, near a little town called Bandera, and Mitchell was looking for help.

			It was a great opportunity for John Green, who had gained considerable experience during his years with Martin. By 1857, he was seventeen and had grown into a striking young man, just shy of six feet tall, slender, with guileless blue eyes and sandy hair. That year, he struck out on his own, making his way to Bandera County, a sparsely populated frontier fifty miles southwest of Fredericksburg, by way of Camp Verde.

			Everybody was talking about the great camel experiment at the camp, which was ten miles north of Bandera. Secretary of State Jefferson Davis had secured appropriations to bring the beasts to Texas believing they could be used to transport dispatches and supplies between the government forts along the border and through to California. He believed camels would be more effective pack animals because they could travel longer distances and carry heavier loads than mules and horses. The federal government had selected the camp along Verde Creek as headquarters for the camels, thirty-four of which had arrived in April 1856, along with their Armenian drivers and their families.

			John was eager to see the exotic animals. As he neared the camp, a fence of concrete and timber several hundred feet in length and about fifteen feet high loomed before him. His horse danced a bit and let out a loud snort. At exactly the same time, John caught a whiff of a nasty odor. He soon learned the smell’s source. The fenced enclosure was the home of the camels. John had never encountered such ungainly and smelly beasts, and the soldiers being trained as handlers told him that they’d never seen more stubborn animals. The camels spit at whomever they didn’t like, which was just about everybody. They also frightened the horses, a big strike against them.

			John, a frontiersman whose appreciation of horses and their abilities had been strengthened through the years, was no doubt appalled at the sight of the unwieldy and unattractive beasts. The camel experiment, later chalked up as another government folly paid for by taxpayer dollars, provided fodder for stories and jokes and little else.

			After seeing the camel camp, he traveled south on an ancient route through Bandera Pass, a natural gorge in the long limestone ridge separating the Medina and Guadalupe valleys. Frequent battles occurred at the pass, and John saw many animal bones and skulls strewn about. Frontier naturalist Jean Louis Berlandier, who had traveled through the area as a member of the 1828 Mexican boundary and scientific expedition, observed that “a Comanche warrior” was buried in the pass, and as was custom, natives who saw the grave left offerings of “arrows, bows, sundry weapons, enemy trophies, and the like, and even sacrifice[d] mules and horses to his shade.”

			Likely eager to get through the isolated and eerie valley, John picked up his pace, arriving a few hours later in Bandera, a settlement made up of a small commissary store and a few cabins along a dusty 
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