
  

  CHAPTER 1


  BOYCE HOUSE THE RESURRECTED TEXAS HORNED FROG


  THERE’S AN OLD POEM OF UNCERTAIN ORIGIN CALLED “HELL IN TEXAS,” widely circulated when a saloon owner in San Antonio printed hundreds of thousands of copies and gave them away to visitors in the late nineteenth century. The poem describes how the Devil was given title to the land just north of the Rio Grande and commenced turning it into Hell.



   So the trade was closed and the deed was given


  And the Lord went back to his home in Heaven—


  And the Devil had everything he needed


  To make a good Hell, and sure succeeded.




  The Devil turns this wasted land into an overflow Hell by sowing it with rattlesnakes, scorpions, ants, mosquitoes, and other noxious critters.



   He tied up thorns on all of the trees,


  And mixed the sand with millions of fleas;


  He scattered tarantulas over the roads,


  Put needles on cactus and horns on toads.




  On September 20, 1928, hundreds of newspaper front pages across the country featured a story with some variation of this headline: “Texas Horned Frog Found Alive!” The story of Old Rip, the resurrected horned frog from West Texas, gave the rest of the world a glimmer of the strangeness of Texas and the pride of Texans, with a little bit of science thrown into the mix. During a decade of flagpole sitters, marathon dances, and bunion derbies, Old Rip became a national sensation, eventually traveling to the White House for an audience with President Coolidge and proving the legend that, in Texas anyway, there really were toads with horns.1


  The man who documented Old Rip’s life—and who some say invented him—was Boyce House, a gangly thirty-two-year-old newspaper editor in Eastland, Texas. In later years, Boyce House would become a syndicated columnist, best-selling author, radio personality, and sought-after speaker on all topics Texas. Life magazine called him “Texas’s number one booster.” Saturday Evening Post named him “Mr. Texas.” The New York Times referred to him as “the world’s leading authority on Texas humor.”


  Boyce House was a man whose words—written and spoken—would bring Texas to the rest of the nation. And he wasn’t even a native Texan.


  Boyce didn’t lay an eye on Texas until he was ten years old. He was born in 1896 in an out-of-the-way farming and timbering town in a far corner of Arkansas.


  At the time of Boyce’s birth, his father was attempting to start a newspaper but couldn’t make a living with it. That came as no surprise to his wife or in-laws. Boyce’s father could sweet-talk water out of a well, but he had trouble holding onto the bucket. He was a dabbler at professional jobs, and it was becoming apparent to both him and his wife that he was, as gossipy in-laws termed it, an “inconsistent provider.”2


  The House family’s financial uncertainties were exacerbated by Boyce’s poor health; while still a toddler he contracted a chronic, life-threatening bronchial disease that gave recurring shortness of breath and fevers, a whistling sound with every breath, and blood in his sputum. At the time there were a few home remedies but no cure. Symptoms could recur time and again into adulthood.


  Boyce’s attendance at school was erratic due to the recurring illness, but he was diligent about completing any lesson the school superintendent sent home for him. And he was a voracious reader. Library books, passed-along magazines, seed catalogs—he devoured them all. Unable to participate in the neighborhood play or ball games, Boyce was often the designated scorekeeper, sitting in the stands and recording every play.


  Despite the domestic uncertainty, Boyce was a likable, cheerful, and very well-read kid. Unfortunately, most youngsters with his medical condition didn’t live to see their teens. In January 1906, his father desperate for another new start and his mother hoping that a change to a drier climate might prolong her son’s life, Boyce’s family boarded a train for Brownwood, Texas.


  Boyce seemed to thrive in the drier Texas climate, but the House family grocery store in Brownwood faltered and failed in its first six months.3


  For Boyce’s mother, it was the last straw. She and Boyce’s two sisters left Brownwood to stay with her family in Mississippi while Boyce’s father traded what was left of the grocery store inventory for a covered wagon and two horses. The out-of-luck father and his ten-year-old son would travel across Texas, looking for work and living out of the wagon bed.4


  Boyce usually drove the wagon to wherever they might find work or a load to haul while his father slept in back. For most of a year their horses plodded through much of South, Central, and West Texas, once as far as El Paso and a corner of New Mexico. The ten-year-old boy fell in love with Texas from the wagon bench. He was captivated by the strange plants and animals, the limitless horizons, the drastic weather changes, and the speech of the locals.


  Somehow father and son found enough work to feed themselves and the horses. Boyce flourished while living outdoors. His breathing problems disappeared, he became tanned and fit, and he grew confident dealing with adults in his father’s stead. Boyce’s father, on the other hand, grew sicklier and less connected every day. He lay on bedding in the back of the wagon, occasionally seized with a fit of deep, watery coughing followed by hours of shortness of breath. Each night Boyce would be the one to gather firewood, build the campfire, slice the bacon, prepare the potatoes, onions, and coffee, and afterward clean the tin plates and the steel knives and forks.


  His father was dying, but Boyce kept the wagon rolling: New Braunfels, San Marcos, up crowded Congress Avenue in Austin, Round Rock, and finally to Taylor, where his father’s spirit left the wagon, and their travel together ended.5


  In January 1908 Boyce buried his father, sold the livestock and wagon, and bought a train ticket to join his mother and sisters in Mississippi.


  Boyce wouldn’t return to Texas for twelve years. He and his sisters moved to Memphis when his mother found work there. Boyce tested well enough to enter the local high school with youngsters his age. On graduating, he was confronted with the necessity of earning his own way. “Since I was not strong enough for manual labor and not trained for any particular calling,” Boyce wrote, “I decided to turn to newspaper work.”6


  Boyce talked his way into a job as cub reporter on the Memphis Commercial Appeal. Obituaries, boat landings, hotel arrivals, and other miscellaneous editorial debris were the province of the newspaper cub reporter. Boyce was more than diligent, he was prolific (once he learned to type), writing clear, clean two-paragraph stories. He became known in the newsroom as “a good hand,” the ultimate compliment from an editor.7


  In time, he was assigned to cover the Memphis police beat. The young man saw the city’s dark underside for the first time—the beatings, stabbings, murders, and lesser human tragedies—and became a friend of the burly beat cops when he overlooked their petty graft. “I was nineteen, stood five feet, ten inches, but weighed only a few pounds above a hundred,” he recalled.


  After four years at the newspaper, Boyce’s health deserted him. His boyhood bronchial infection returned, leaving him gasping for breath and choking on his sputum. He couldn’t work, and a physician advised that he should leave the region—the ground was too damp, the air too humid. You need a dry climate, the grim doctor insisted.


  So, twenty-three-year-old Boyce House quit his job, bought a ticket, and boarded a train for his return to Texas.


  Boyce arrived in Eastland in 1921, thin as a fiddle string and looking like death warmed over. Eastland’s Daily Oil Belt News was the county’s largest newspaper in a town that was popping like water on a hot skillet. Four years earlier, on October 17, 1917, a local wildcatter’s throw-of-the-dice oil well in Eastland County blew in from 3,431 feet below ground, setting off an oil boom bigger than any that Texas—or the world, for that matter—had ever seen. Overnight, the sleepy little town of Ranger, population five hundred in 1915, became a city of thirty thousand. Nearby Ranger and the surrounding area were spiked with tall wooden derricks. At night, the countryside for miles around was illuminated by gas flares more numerous and far brighter than the stars in the sky. Every three days a million dollars’ worth of liquid gold flowed from the gushers.8


  The first major oil discovery in the United States outside Pennsylvania was in 1901 with a well named Spindletop near the Gulf Coast of Texas. Oil and petroleum products were replacing whale oil for lighting and used increasingly for mechanical lubrication. Overextraction and limited demand soon caused the Gulf Coast oilfields to become less profitable.


  By the time of the West Texas oil discoveries in 1917, the United States needed vast amounts of oil for automobiles, heating, lighting, construction equipment, and war machines. With Eastland County at the center, the West Texas oil finds quickly produced more wealth than the California Gold Rush and the Colorado silver mines combined.


  Though no one knew it at the time (and technology didn’t exist then to extract oil from the deep pools if they had), West Texas sat atop a vast ocean of oil that’s still producing today. Eastland County sits at the far eastern edge—the shallow edge—of the Permian Basin. Some oil was so close to the surface there, Boyce wrote with tongue in cheek, that some fields had to post signs saying, “Men with Peglegs Keep Out!”


  The town of Eastland, the county seat and home of the Daily Oil Belt News, was doing—literally—a land-office business at the courthouse as landmen arrived to file claims, successful wildcatters formed oil production companies, and attorneys came to litigate real estate and royalty contracts. Eastland’s hotels were awash with promoters, speculators, equipment salesmen, the newly rich, bootleggers, gamblers, and the party girls who entertained them all. Cafés and lunch counters sprang up, some operating beneath canvas tents when downtown real estate couldn’t keep up with the demand.


  As editor of the Daily Oil Belt News, Boyce was feeding on the most sumptuous buffet of stories a newsman could imagine. He enjoyed the process of collecting news, and he was practiced at churning out stories—lots of stories—as fast as the linotype operator could set them. He worked eighteen hours a day, six days a week. The young man who had come to Texas for his health was soon having the time of his life.9


  He came to Eastland determined to write about the romance of oil and would eventually write three books and dozens of magazine articles about Texas oilmen and oil boomtowns. Boyce had ample opportunity to discover the greed, anger, fear, blood, murder, and all the strange things men do when made delirious by the smell of the golden grease. (In 1939, MGM Studios hired Boyce as script and technical adviser for the movie Boom Town, with Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy. Old-time oil men would say that the opening scenes of the movie provided the best re-creation of a frantic boomtown of any movie ever made.10


  In Eastland, the young newspaperman wrote stories of Cinderella-like changes in fortune—thrifty farmers who suddenly earned thousands of dollars a month in oil royalties. And there was the unemployed school-teacher who, when told he’d be charged twenty-five cents for a glass of milk at a café, stalked out, promising to start his own dairy. True to his word, the teacher bought some cows and brought them to town, where he was offered such a large profit that he sold the herd. With the proceeds he went into the oil business and made a fortune.11


  Not all gushers brought happiness, especially when the gusher behaved unexpectedly. Once, a well came in with a big flow, and a local man who had a percentage quit his job and went out on the town to celebrate. When he sobered up, he found that the flow had stopped. Even when fitted with a pump, the well would produce only a dollar or two a day. The man was forced to ask his boss for his old job back, and he spent the rest of the boom times at manual labor.12


  Boyce gave every story its own bit of such poignancy, drama, or humor such that his writing earned a reputation not only in Eastland County, but with editors of newspapers across the region. Two stories, in particular, captured an audience far beyond the borders of Texas.


  Friday morning, December 23, 1927, the sidewalks of the Eastland County town of Cisco were crowded with decorations, smiling adults, and squealing children. A tall Santa Claus, wearing a smiling mask and a lumpy fur-trimmed red coat, strolled down Main Street toward the center of town. Children ran to the familiar figure in the red suit and bearded mask to tell him their last-minute Christmas wishes.13


  Santa peeled the clinging children off him as he walked into the lobby of Cisco’s First National Bank. Unnoticed, three men in civilian clothing followed him. Once inside, Santa and his three helpers went into action, pulling pistols, commanding customers to put up their hands. Then they turned their weapons to the head cashier. Santa pulled a sack from under his costume and ordered the cashier to open the safe.


  One customer managed to slip out a back door and run down an alley to the nearby police station shouting, “Help! The bank is being held up.” With their bag full of cash and bonds, Santa rounded up the bank customers (including two girls, ages ten and twelve, who had followed him into the bank) and herded them toward the alley door as human shields.


  Meanwhile, alerted by the escaped customer’s shouts and the sound of gunfire, everyone nearby who had a gun (and that was most every man and a few women) dropped their packages and drew their sidearms. Cisco’s history as a rough-and-tumble boomtown was not far in the past; many citizens still carried weapons on their persons or in their autos and weren’t shy about using them to maintain law and order. Several of the human shields were able to break away or simply sit down and refuse to move. Santa Claus picked up the two girls, one under each arm, and with his three elves ran to a getaway car, trading shots with additional law enforcement, a hardware merchant, a printer, and at least a dozen others.


  As the bandits roared away down Main Street, they were ripped by gunfire. More than two hundred shots had been fired in just a few short minutes, six citizens lay wounded, and two fatally injured lawmen were bleeding out in the alley. The robbers still held the two little girls as hostages. Townspeople rushed to their cars to follow the bandits.


  The bank robbers weren’t making much of a getaway. Santa and his three elves were all suffering bullet wounds; one elf had a head wound that was obviously mortal. Worse still, the getaway car was almost out of gas. (The robbers had neglected to fill it before the robbery.) They tried to hijack another car, but the driver ran away with the ignition key. Losing a few minutes trying to start the car and hearing gunshots from the cars pursuing them, they moved back to the original auto, leaving the dying elf behind. In their rush, they also left the bag of loot—$12,000 cash and $15,000 in bonds. Santa Claus, his two remaining helpers, and the two little girls raced out of town in a crippled car just ahead of the civilian posse.14


  Someone in Cisco phoned the county sheriff’s office in Eastland about the robbery and wild escape. Sheriff John Hart and his deputies piled into cars and sped toward Cisco, hoping to cut off the bandits. Alerted by the sheriff, Boyce dictated a hurried bulletin to the Associated Press office in Dallas, then drove off after the sheriff.


  The three remaining robbers drove their car deep into a thicket of cactus, mesquite, and scrub oak. There they abandoned the auto, and the two girls and ran until the thicket swallowed them up.


  The manhunt continued into Friday night, through Christmas Day, and into the following week. Hungry, tired, and wounded, the Santa Claus Bank Robbers (as they became known) dodged the posses that chased them on foot, with bloodhounds, on horseback, and in autos. Two Texas Rangers, Captain Tom Hickman and “Lone Wolf ” Gonzaullas, arrived in town, commandeered an airplane, and searched from the air.


  Boyce followed the pursuit over the fields, hills, and canyons all week, writing his stories by hand, sending them back to his Eastland office to be distributed nationally on the newswire, and always hoping to score an interview with Santa Claus himself. Editors across the country sent telegraphs, asking for more copy about the robbers and the manhunt.


  The brutal shootout, the cruelty of taking two little girls hostage, the running gun battle on Cisco’s streets, the dogged pursuit through Texas scrubland, and the sheer effrontery of dressing as Santa Claus to commit this deadly crime filled front pages every day for a week. Boyce’s newspaper coverage primed the rest of the nation for another gang of killer bandits six years later when Bonnie and Clyde swept over the landscape of Texas and the Midwest.15


  The three robbers, wounded and beaten by their time on the run, were captured alive fewer than fifteen miles from the site of their crime. One was sentenced to die in the electric chair; another was given life in prison. Boyce never got his chance to interview Santa Claus; the robber who had worn the Santa suit eventually was dragged from the Eastland County jail and lynched from a telephone pole by furious citizens.


  A century later, the Santa Claus Bank Robbery is still remembered and reenacted. It is the subject of musical plays and books, and Boyce House is the reporter most often credited with telling the story to Texas and the nation.16


  A routine conversation with an old-timer gave Boyce the story of his career, a feature story that was recognized by newsroom professionals as the biggest feature story of the year. It began as he was gathering information about a new county courthouse planned for Eastland.


  Sometime in early 1928, Boyce was chatting with Ernest Wood, a courthouse regular. “Did you ever hear of the West Texas tradition that a horned frog can live a hundred years without food or water?” Wood asked. “Well, we’ll soon know whether the tradition is true.”17


  Ernest Wood went on to tell Boyce how, in 1897, he and his son managed to slip a Texas horned frog into the cornerstone of the old Eastland courthouse, along with the various documents, newspapers, and Bible intended to be there. The stone was sealed with a tin cap to keep the contents safe, and the cornerstone was mortared onto the foundation.


  Thirty-one years later that courthouse was proving too small for the increasing judicial needs of Eastland County, and it was condemned to make way for a larger building. Demolition would begin in a few days. In less than a month, Wood, Boyce, Eastland County residents, and (as it turned out) the rest of the world would learn whether a Texas horned frog could indeed hibernate for thirty-one years.


  The Texas horned frog is more lizard than frog. In the twentieth century, this harmless little creature could be found by the thousands in the more arid parts of Texas and by the dozens in many urban gardens, but it is much rarer today. The lizard wears spiky horns on its head and can spit foul blood from its eyes, both characteristics used as a last-ditch defense against predators, though it mostly prefers to flatten itself out to about the shape and color of a chocolate chip cookie and play possum. Since Texas’s settlement, youngsters have found the horned frog to be an ideal pet. It is docile, easily handled, and loves to be scratched.18


  Boyce’s “does-the-frog-still-live?” story appeared in the Eastland Telegraph, and he made sure the story went out on the newswires. The uncommon combination of uncanny creature and West Texas folklore was considered especially newsworthy, and his story earned headlines nationwide. “Hundreds of letters and clippings of stories which have been received in Eastland are conclusive proof that the story has been widely circulated,” one newspaper reported.19


  Some editors treated the story with a chuckle. Other newspapers, such as the Washington (DC) Evening Star, surveyed scientists for the likelihood of the frog’s survival, finding that few thought it was possible. A geology instructor and student of reptile life at Southern Methodist University, on the other hand, declared that it could happen.20


  “Thus, all and sundry—including the scientists—were placed on notice,” Boyce said. “When destruction of the courthouse got underway, dispatches were sent out, telling of the progress toward the cornerstone.”21


  The cornerstone opening ceremony would be held shortly before noon on February 17, 1928, and Boyce was becoming increasingly nervous. He was “not wishing to face the gibes of my friends in the crowd for all the ballyhoo our paper had given.”22


  On the morning of the cornerstone opening, thousands of spectators packed Eastland’s courthouse square. The crowd included reporters from around the state and wire service reporters. An eight-foot section of untouched courthouse wall—including the still-sealed cornerstone itself—stood upright amid the construction remains.23


  By Boyce’s later telling, three men—a pastor, an oil producer, and a county judge—stood by the cornerstone waiting for a worker to strike the final hammer blows that would expose the contents. When the worker finally freed the stone and lifted the tin lid, Reverend F. E. Singleton pointed his finger toward the still-hidden cavity and shouted, “There’s the frog!” The crowd exploded with cheers, then quieted to learn whether the frog still lived.


  Oilman Gene Day reached into the cavity, withdrew the gray, motionless horned toad, and displayed his body to the crowd. Cheers at first, then a disappointed groan at the apparently lifeless reptile.


  Day handed the frog to Judge Ed S. Prichard, who grasped it by a hind leg and brought it near his face for a closer inspection. At that moment, the frog’s other back leg began to twitch, then all legs wriggled, and its body swelled with a gasp of air.


  The cheers of the crowd were deafening. Spectators rushed toward the frog and might have crushed it, Boyce said, except for a city motorcycle officer who pushed through the crowd, grabbed the horned toad, placed it in a small box he happened to be carrying, and roared off on his cycle to the edge of town.


  The horned frog—dubbed “Old Rip,” after the Dutchman who slept for twenty years—spent his first few days of liberation in a drugstore show window while more than twenty thousand people filed past him for a close look.


  Within hours of opening the cornerstone, citizens of Eastland and their hibernating horned frog were front-page news in newspapers from coast to coast. New York: “Toad Alive after 31 Years in Texas Cornerstone.” Chicago: “Buried Thirty Years.” Los Angeles: “Thirty-Year Toad Siesta Supported.”24


  Suddenly, everyone wanted to see a Texas horned toad. Eastland welcomed visitors and tourists in numbers not seen since the height of the boom years; zoos fortunate enough to have a horned frog on display reported thousands of visitors. The curator of the Philadelphia Zoo sent urgent telegrams to every source he knew in Texas trying to secure specimens; a Texas promoter responded with an offer for twenty-five authentic Texas horned toads for five dollars each, and the Philly zookeeper was happy to pay the price.25


  Marketers saw the value of the Old Rip brand, too. Within weeks, grocers were stocking Old Rip coffee (“Wake Up!”), and smokers were puffing on Old Rip cigarettes (“For the Rugged Smoker”). A candy manufacturer rushed out an Old Rip chocolate bar (“Look for the bar with the horned frog”). Advertising clip art included drawings of horned frogs and variations on the headline, “Don’t Wait 31 Years for This Deal!” An entrepreneur in Coleman shipped horned toads by the hundreds to a metal plating company in Chicago. The frogs were bronzed like baby shoes, and the entrepreneur reported that he “found ready sales for hat pins, watch charms, and stick pins at good prices.”26


  Everyone wanted in on Old Rip’s fame. Andrew J. Volstead, father of the Prohibition Act, was asked for his opinion. “Thirty-one years without a drink!” he exclaimed. “I think that toad should be heartily commended.”27


  After some debate, Eastland County authorities awarded custody of the miracle frog to Will Wood, the now-grown boy who had been playing with the frog when it was placed in the cornerstone thirty-one years before. Will kept Old Rip in a glass bowl in his home, trotting him out to show any eager tourist who might drop by. On warm days, Will placed the bowl outdoors near the kitchen door. He applied to an Eastland insurance company for a $100,000 life insurance policy on the frog.28


  In May 1928, Will agreed to accompany a trade delegation from Eastland to Washington, DC, to lobby Texas Senator E. B. Mayfield for more water resource funding. The delegation would bring a horned toad for every senator; Will would bring Old Rip. During the visit to Mayfield’s office, the senator became so enthusiastic about his famous reptile constituent that he phoned the White House. Within minutes, Will and Old Rip were out of the Capitol, into a taxi, and on their way to meet President Calvin Coolidge.29


  A reporter accompanied Will and Old Rip into the president’s office. “Mr. Wood took [the horned toad] out of the bowl and pointed out its various features with his hands,” the reporter wrote. Old Rip and the president stared at one another for a full minute. “The president gave several gentle pokes with his eyeglasses, evidently to satisfy himself that the horned toad was actually alive.” Silent Cal Coolidge said only, “Most extraordinary.” The horned frog said nothing.30


  No one was more surprised than Boyce about how his story had taken off. “The Eastland frog became the most famous animal since the serpent in the Garden of Eden,” he said. “Mark Twain’s renowned jumping frog became an also-ran. In newspaper space, Old Rip’s total was exceeded only by Lindbergh for a like span of time.”


  Oil brought Eastland’s first boom; a resurrected horned frog sparked another.
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