
The Dowdy Family Tragedy

The Last Indian Raid In Kerr County, Texas



The present day community of Mountain Home, known earlier as Eura, was first settled about 1856 by storekeeper Thomas A. Dowdy and was a supply center for area ranches.  The Post Office was established and named by H. Louis Nelson in 1879.  The previous year four children of the Dowdy family, early settlers, had been killed here in the last Indian raid in Kerr County. 


The pioneer family of James Dowdy (1818-1900) and Susan (1830-1913) moved from Goliad to Kerr County in 1878 and settled on Johnson Creek, not far from the headwaters of the Guadalupe River.  Their children included Thomas A. born 21 August 1854, Alice C. born 1 January 1860, Martha F. born 31 March 1862, Susan V. born 12 September 1864, James C. born 15 December 1867. 
 The family, who had just arrived and not yet unpacked all of the belongings, suffered a horrendous tragedy when Indians killed four of the children - Alice, Martha, Susan and James - while they were tending sheep near their home. 


For decades after the Civil War roving bands of Indians and Mexican Bandits poured over the border into Texas at will, raiding north into Kerr County and often well beyond.  Traveling north over the Rio Grande near the Devils River close to present day Del Rio, they worked their way up the valleys ravaging ranches and settlements along the way.  It was not until the formation of the Texas Ranger Frontier Battalion in 1874 that efforts to control this scourge began to have an impact.  A home guard unit, the Kerrville Mounted Rifles was organized in 1875 as well.  Charles Schreiner was elected Captain, a title he carried the rest of his life. 


The attack on the Dowdy Family occurred in the fall of 1878 and took place approximately 5 miles northwest of present day Ingram, Texas. 
 In a low, open meadow along the banks of the Guadalupe where sheep still graze today on land that was then, and is still today owned by the Dowdy Family, one can find traces of the early homestead.  According to a report by Texas Ranger Captain J.B. Gillett, on 5 October 1878 Mr. Dowdy, who owned two or three thousand head of sheep, had them grazing several miles from his home. 
 When the first load of Dowdy’s contracted supply of winter corn arrived he sent his three daughters to the sheep pasture to stay with the youngest son and relieve his eldest son Thomas to assist with the unloading of the corn.  Thomas Dowdy and his mother Susan returned to the sheep about an hour later to discover the four younger children had been murdered, presumably by a roving band of Indians. 


Tragically, Susan Dowdy was the one to discover the bodies of her daughters and her son.  Reading the sign on the bluff above the pasture James Dowdy surmised the Indians had been watching his stock, and when they saw the only adult male leave, descended upon the defenseless children.  Evidence at the site showed that guns, lances and bows and arrows were used in the attack, and ample evidence of all was found at the site.  The boy’s pantaloons were taken, along with the outer garments of the three girls.  The Galveston Daily News account of 10 October 1878 states:  ...there was no evidence of the girls having been outraged, nor had their scalps been taken....” 


Since the nearest Ranger camp was a hundred miles distant, a posse of local citizens was formed which pursued the band of Indians for nearly two hundred miles.  They lost the trail near the Devil’s River country, southwest of Mountain Home.  Immediately after the incident Kerr County officials called upon General John B. Jones for the assistance of the Texas Rangers.  Lieutenant N.O. Reynolds and a detachment of Rangers arrived within days and made camp near the Dowdy Ranch where they remained for the winter.  Captain J.B. Gillett, who was with that group of Rangers later recalled ...at the time of the murder the ground was soft and muddy from a recent rain, so one could see for months afterward where the poor girls had run on foot while the Indians charged on horseback.  He continued I remember one of the girls ran nearly four hundred yards before she was overtaken and shot full of arrows by a heartless redskin.  Gillett and others presumed they were Lipans or Kickapoos from the Santa Rosa Mountains of Old Mexico who frequently raided into south Texas.  


A report in the 27 November 1878 edition of that Galveston Daily News contended that after some investigation Texas Ranger Headquarters seemed to believe the murderers had been white men dressed as Indians, and that the girls had been, using the appropriate term of the era “outraged.” 
 It is known that, around the same time, a cave containing Indian clothing as well as a supply of bows, arrows and assorted other weapons had been discovered along the Guadalupe River not far from the scene of the Dowdy killings.  It was the belief of locals that much of the killing and mischief attributed to roving bands of Indians was being carried out by white men masquerading as Indians.  On 11 December 1878 the Galveston Daily News reported ...all efforts by Mexican sympathizers to claim that the Dowdy killings were not the responsibility of Mexicans have failed, clearly indicating that some people maintained the belief the massacre was not the work of Indians.


Several years earlier, in August 1873, the Buffalo Branch Gang had been captured near Buffalo Branch on the south fork of the Guadalupe River, about twenty miles above Kerrville.  Nearby caves had yielded a wealth of Native American goods, including lances, bows, arrows, masks, and war paint.  It seems that much of the Indian raiding had been the work of this gang of fifty to sixty white men posing as Indians.  They were said to have been responsible for other killings in the Kerr County vicinity, including Mrs. Joseph Moore and children, Mr. Alexander, the massacre of the Terry family, the killing of Mr. Madison and various raids along the Pedernales River.


While guarding the area the Rangers built a rock monument eight or ten feet high to mark the place where the massacre had taken place.  Although Lieutenant Reynolds kept scouting parties in the field throughout the winter of 1878-1879 they made no contact with hostile Indians.  This, Gillett surmised, was because the Natives rarely struck the same place twice.  The Dowdy children were buried the day after the massacre at Sunset Cemetery, northwest of Ingram.  This incident was one of the last Indian raids in Kerr County.  


Kerr County was largely rid of hostile Indians and outlaws that winter, thanks to the work of Lieutenant N.O. Reynolds and his men.  Today, over 130 years after the tragedy, local descendents of the Dowdy Family have mixed feelings about who was responsible…Indians or white men masquerading as Indians.  
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