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The Famous Battle 

that May Not Have Happened!


Sooner or later someone always has to ruin a great story by coming up with a pesky fact! Like so many of you, as a youth I vividly recall learning how Christopher Columbus discovered American in 1492. Years later I was appalled to learn that he was not, by any means, the first explorer to reach these shores. Next I discovered that the sacred list of Alamo defenders, that I thought contained 189 names, had over time grown to 257. I guess historians were wrong again? You can imagine my disappointment when I learned that Roy Rogers had more than one horse named Trigger, and that there were a total of nine dogs that played Lassie over the years in the 1954 television series by the same name.

Eventually I reached adulthood and became immersed in Texas history, and the history of the American West. Now I am sad to report that, in all likelihood, the famous Battle of Bandera Pass where noted Texas Ranger Captain John Coffee “Jack” Hays is said to have beaten back a force of over one hundred hostile Native Americans probably never happened at the spot where, for decades, historians have claimed that it did.

How could this be you ask? Not unlike so many other epic events in Texas history, much of the information concerning this heroic confrontation was gleaned from oral history interviews, many of which were done decades after the events took place. At the beginning of the last century when Andrew J. Sowell penned his historic work Texas Indian Fighters he relied heavily on oral histories. Afterward it seems that most authors who wrote about the Indian depredation period in our history simply copied, or cited, what Sowell had written. New, grass roots research such as that conducted by the noted C.L. “Doc” Sonnichsen, has become more prevalent in the past three or four decades. It seems that every month new discoveries are made, as previously unknown source documents are discovered and new evidence is unearthed. 

The sheer paucity of information about the Bandera Pass fight has, for years, been problematic. The majority of contemporary historians and authors have, in reliance on the accuracy of Sowell’s earlier work, dated this battle as having occurred somewhere between 1841 and 1843. Recently, several noted Texas historians have raised strong questions concerning the location of this now infamous confrontation. The evidence they offer is compelling.

Three rangers who participated in the fight gave oral histories about the battle (Benjamin F. Highsmith, Thomas Galbreath and Creed Taylor). We can say with some certainty that the encounter branded “The Battle of Bandera Pass” did not take place in 1841 or 1843, which are the two years most frequently cited and the dates that appear on virtually all of the monuments and plaques. A quick examination of the ranger muster rolls for 1841, and for 1843 through 1845, shows that neither Galbreath nor Highsmith were a part of Jack Hays’ company. But both Highsmith and Galbreath claim to have fought with Hays during the battle that has been identified as “Bandera Pass.” Creed Taylor served with Hays in 1842. Although Highsmith claimed 1843 as the year of the encounter, Taylor cited June 1841 (he also claimed 1840 as the correct year during a separate interview). In all likelihood Taylor meant to say June 1842, since we know he was with Jack Hays that year. 

Creed Taylor claimed that between twenty five and forty rangers were involved in the scrap. Jim Nichols, a veteran of the 1840 Plum Creek fight, stated that the rangers faced off against as many as 200 Comanche Indians in the encounter. But according to respected historian and author Stephen L. Moore, Sowell seems to have intermixed details from the Taylor, Galbreath and Highsmith stories with the 1844 Walker’s Creek fight. As for the location of this epic battle, the only source that placed the location as Bandera Pass was Sowell. There are no primary sources to support his claim. The written accounts of both Creed Taylor, and that of Jim Nichols whose story seems to be the most reliable, positions the fight in Kendall County, along the banks of the Guadalupe…perhaps at the Pinta Trail crossing near present day Waring. The correct number of combatants on both sides is also widely disputed, and may have been as few as about a dozen Texas Rangers and sixty or so Comanche Indians.

Thus, the convoluted legend of the Battle of Bandera Pass continues, with new twists and turns being uncovered every year. The fight probably took place in Kendall County, as Moore claims. Contrary to many reports, there were no Texas Ranger casualties during this encounter. James Dunn, a San Antonio man who was captured by the Comanches during the battle and later escaped, reported to Jack Hays that the Indians had suffered twenty three casualties and that among the thirty six additional warriors who were wounded thirteen eventually died. 

Dare I even mention the part of the myth involving the famous Colt Patterson revolver? Once again, folklore seems to have gotten in the way of fact. Jack Hays’ rangers were first equipped with the new, five shot revolving pistol manufactured by Colonel Sam Colt in 1844. On 1 June 1844 Hays and fifteen rangers left camp armed with the new Colt and rode north between the Llano and Pedernales rivers. They later wheeled towards San Antonio and camped near Walker’s Creek, four miles east of the Pinto Trace on 8 June. Shortly thereafter they encountered a force of about sixty hostile Indians, including Comanche, Kiowa and Shoshone. It was during their battle with this group of hostiles that the Patterson Colt first drew blood on the Texas frontier.

So where does this leave us now that serious doubt has been cast on this local, long standing legend? Was Bandera Pass the site of the heroic clash so frequently recounted? Simply put, probably not. Did Texas Rangers ever battle with hostile Indians at Bandera pass? Probably so. The Indian depredations in this region of Texas continued until about 1880, with skirmishes and full fledged battles taking place literally on every hillside.  Can Bandera and Kerr Counties still claim bragging rights to the place where the Patterson Colt was first used by Texas Rangers in combat? Once again, probably not. The veracity of such a claim would be practically impossible to prove.

Knowing all of this does not, in any way, make me feel less proud to live in an area so rich in history…nor should it you. The fact is I may continue telling the same old Bandera Pass yarn to my grandson…facts be darn…just because I love the story.
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