





city, two men were scalped in an Indian raid,

an?; they were buried 0[11) the east side of Wal- W ALLER CREEK
ler Creek between 9th and 10th streets. This
became Austin’s first cemetery. Although
President Lamar bought 68 acres along Wal-
ler and built a cottage, the threar of Indians
made it too dangerous to live there, and he
sold the land for $1,200 to General William
Harney, a calvary officer. Harney sold the
land to two bankers, and one, Charles
Whitis, subdivided it into lots. One of the
early homeowners in the neighborhood was
Jesse Driskill, who built the Driskill Hotel.

Other famous homes closer to the six-mile
creek have included those of Reconstruction
Governor E. J. Davis, sculptress Elizabeth
Ney and writer J. Frank Dobie.

Early residents described Waller and Shoal
as running year-round, abounding in perch
and trout, with deer, turkey and other game
using the creeks as watering holes. In the
1860s, water flowing in Waller was used to
power machinery to manufacture Confed-
erate cannon from Mexican brass, and
barbed wire supposedly was first made along
the creek. General George Custer, his family
and staff used the Blind Asylum near the
creek for a temporary residence. The city’s
first arched stone bridge crossed Waller in
1866 at Pecan Street (East 6th Street); some
reports say the railroad entered Austin in
1871 over a new iron bridge at Pine (East 5th
Street); and a bridge was built over Waller at
East 12th in 1882 and used to haul pink
granite to construct the new Capitol.

News accounts through the years have re- MLK BLVD
corded how suddenly Waller, as well as the
other creeks, could turn ferocious, In 1873 a
youngster described only as an “Irish lad”
made a quick stop at a privy on the bank of
Waller, but while he was inside, the paper
said, the creek rose so suddenly that he
drowned. In 1915, in the second largest flood
in nearly a century on the Colorado, 32
drowned in Waller and Shoal creeks, with
spectators watching “corpses swirling” down
those rampaging tributaries.

In 1938 young Lyndon Baines Johnson
walked Waller and decried the numerous
“shanties” as “hot beds of crime . . . profits
of the moment but community losses in the
end.” Thirty-one years later, 27 persons were
arrested in a futile effort to save immense
live oak and cypress that were felled along
Waller’s banks so Memorial Stadium could
be enlarged. One of those arrested referred
to it as the “People’s Crick.”
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In the Bicentennial year, 1976, Johnson's
widow, Lady Bird, led a tour of Waller to
dramatize the decision to spend millions of
dollars to restore the creek, possibly to how




it looked when President Lamar saw it—
a “beautiful”’stream of “permanent and pure
water. ”

Waller’'s “sister” creek is Shoal which, for
many years, was the western boundary of the
city. Shoal is the largest creek within the city
limits, and the idea that Waller and Shoal
would be the central threads of linear parks
originated long ago. It may have been Edwin
Waller who gave Shoal its name as it was re-
corded on older maps as Cascade Creek.

Shoal had a small tributary, Little Shoal
Creek, where Union soldiers watered their
horses after the Civil War, but it was covered
by a storm sewer in 1917.

Harrell's cabin, where Lamar spent the
night in 1838, was on the Colorado (near the
present site of the Congress Avenue bridge),
a few hundred yards from the mouth of Shoal
Creek. Cedar for the Capitol of the Republic
was floated down Shoal to the Colorado. Up-
stream, also in the 1830s, Gideon White had
built a cabin, and Ed Seiders was a visitor
when Comanches scalped White. Seiders
married White’s daughter, and a portion of
Shoal (from north of 38th Street to 34th
Street) became known as Seiders Springs,
which is now a park. General Custer camped
there in the winter of 1865~66 and had to
bury 15-16 of his troopers downstream in
the Pease Park area when an epidemic—
probably cholera—thinned his ranks. Custer
had tried to make his headquarters in the
Woodlawn mansion in the absence of Gover-
nor E. M. Pease, but the people refused to let
him move in. The park was named for Pease,
who gave 23 acres along Shoal to the city for
what became the first public park donated
in Texas. Pease, with others, also pitched in
$400-$500 to help the city build a bridge
across Shoal.

Seiders built a dancing pavilion and bath-
house at his place in the 1870s and served
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beer and hardboiled eggs to pleasure-seekers,
but he sold the property in 1890 to E. J.
Heppenheimer of New York. Heppenheimer
built a dam, forming Alamo Lake, which was
to be the focal point of an elaborate devel-
opment. White swans were imported for the
lake, but a flood in 1900 destroyed the dam,
and the addition never succeeded as Heppen-
heimer had hoped. He returned to New York
but kept the land until he died in 1946.

The Hancock brothers, George and John,
owned a 10,000-acre estate that included a
portion of Shoal. George was a surveyor and
Indian fighter and owned a trading post
where Scarbrough’s department store is now
located. John built the house known as “The
Oaks” and trained race horses for the Eng-
lish tracks. He was a member of Congress.

Treasure hugnters, including O. Henry,
searched for buried Spanish gold along Shoal
in the 1890s, and O. Henry later wrote a
short story that apparently was based on his
quest.

Near the current 29th Street was a settle-
ment known as “Dog Town,” supposedly
because so many dogs roamed the neighbor-
hood. Blue Hole, Cat Hole and Split Rock
were popular swimming places in Shoal
Creek. In 1933 the Civilian Conservation
Corps laid out a walking trail, following the
path of the original Indian trail, along the




creek. This was salvaged in 1948 by the city
and Mr. and Mrs. Russell Fish and became
what was probably the first hike-and-bike
trail in the nation. A friend recalled that Mrs.
Fish often personally picked up trash on the
trail, and it apparently was a longtime dream
that the trail would stretch as far as that part
of the Colorado known as Town Lake.

Although still young, Town Lake became
the most important public place in Austin,
the heart and soul of attempts to create and
to maintain more open spaces for recreation
and relaxation. The lake was created in 1959
and is the last of a series of Highland Lakes
on the Colorado. It is six miles long, extend-
ing fromTom Miller Dam in west Austin to
the Longhorn Crossing Dam on the east. The
Longhorn dam got its name from the account
that the first herd of Longhorn cattle heading
to Abilene, Kan,, stampeded in 1867 at the
Colorado, the only cattle crossing in this
region. The route became part of the Chis-
holm Trail, and those ¢attle were the van-
guard of the great herds that helped to pay
for rebuilding Texas after the Civil War.

It was with this in mind that the chamber
of commerce strongly recommended that the
city council name Town Lake as Lake Long-
horn. The name, Town Lake, originated in
1958 when reporter Bill Woods, writing
about a forthcoming bond issue to build a
dam, came up with an abbreviated way to
refer to the lake that would be created in the
center of the city. Woods decided on “town
lake” and it became “Town Lake.” His col-
leagues were not impressed. Reporter Al
Williams said such a name was befitting a
village but degrading to a city the size of
Austin. He recommended Lake Lamar, in
honor of Mirabeau B. Lamar. Outdoor col-
umnist Russell Tinsley wrote of Town Lake
—“Ugh! What a dreadful name.”

After discarding such proposed names as
Tejas, Waterloo, Friendship, Freedom, Chis-
holm, Willow, Blue Water, Sunshine Mirror,
Coloriver Haven and Longhorn, a lake devel-
opment committee suggested the name Lake
Tonkawah. “I recognize,” szid chairman
David Barrow, “that the name will be unfa-
miliar to people, and that it will be good, in
a way, since people will ask what it means
and that will arouse more interest in its his-
tory.”

“Lake What?” was the general reaction.
“INo one can pronounce it—or spell it,”
commented a secretary. “They must be kid-
ding,” remarked an oilman. “No respecting
fish would ever swim through a lake with a
name like that.” Indian expert W. W. New-

comb said, however, he thought it was ap-
propriate, because the Tonkawas “were in
this vicinity to start with.” His book on Indi-
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JOHNSON CREEK, BEE CREEK AND
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ans said the Tonkawas roamed central Texas
at least as early as the 18th Century, hunting
buffalo from horseback. The phrase they
used in referring to themselves meant some-
thing similar to “the most human of people,”
Newcomb said.

Councilman Hub Bechtol objected that the
Tonkawzhs were feared because of their pre-
dilection for cannibalism, and the remnants
of the tribe had fled to Oklahoma.

The council, in May 1962, selected the
name Town Lake, a tranquil name.

Before the dams were built, however, the
Town Lake stretch of the Colorado was not
so placid. In July 1869 its rise was estimated
at 46 feet, equal to 1843. The rise in 1832,
however . . . was said to have been far
greater. In 1900 eight men “drowned like rats
in a trap” when the power room of a dam
was swept away, the Dallas Morning News
reported. In June 1932, when 32 drowned on
overflowing Waller and Shoal creeks, the
Colorado peaked at 45 feet and caused S15
million in damages. It took ten davs for the
water to recede south of the Congress Ave-
nue bridge, and to avoid possible contamina-
tion, residents lined up for water at wells in
the Driskill Hotel, on the Capitol grounds
and at Howard’s Montopolis Nursery.

People in Austin were seriously concerned
about pollution even in 1880, according to
the recent reprint of an article that year from
the Dallas Herald. The Herald complained
that the “city fathers of that mossback village
on the Colorado” had refused to allow the
federal government to put down an under-
ground earthen pipe from the post office to
the Colorado because they thought it might
pollute the river. While the alternative—a
cesspool or outhouse—was not a “happy one
by today’s standards of hygiene,” wrote Mrs.
Katherine Hart of Austin-Travis County
Collection, “still we can thank the city
fathers of 1880 for their foresight in being
aware of the dangers of pollution and their
courage in refusing to allow the contamina-
tion of the Colorado.

Some 90 years after the council had dis-
played its “courage,” it appointed a commit-
tee to make Town Lake more beautiful, and
Mrs. Lyndon Johnson was named honorary
chairman. Nearly $200,000 was contributed
over the next few years, and in December
1975, the 11-mile Town Lake hike-and-bike
trail was designated as part of the National
Trail System. This, said Mrs. Johnson, is a
“nice, warm, happy moment.”

Just as Waller and Shoal once'ran fresh and
full, all of Austin’s creeks are teeming with
historical tales, and a few more will be cited.

Onion Creek, the largest creek in Travis
County with its 60-mile long watershed, was
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the site of one of the county’s earliest acade-
mies—Rowe’s Select Academy—which was
started in the late 1840s by Joseph Rowe, a
North Carolina physician who came to Texas
in 1833. The San Antonio road between
Onion and Slaughter creeks was the scene of
one of central Texas’ most gruesome slayings.
The slayings occurred in 1860, when three
men had their throats cut and their heads
smashed. A doctor theorized that the murder
weapon was a four-pound Bowie knife. The
next year, the “I'ravis Rifles” of the Con-
federate Army marched with great fanfare
out of the city and camped on Onion Creek on
their first night as they went to war. In 1874,
without warning, the local newspaper of the
day recounts, a spring larger than a man’s arm
spouted on Onion Creek, and a bathtub was
cut in the rock to make use of the spring.
Flood records of Onion Creek show that the
highest on record were in 1869 and 1921, and
a couple became so desperate during the 1921
flood that they cut through their ceiling with
a knife to escape the high waters. That first
great flood swept away many of the large cy-
press trees that lined Onion’s banks. Cypress
was valuable as timber because it is almost
impregnable to decay. As an illustration of
how Onion, as well as the other creeks, has
turned into a trickle, four persons canoed it in
1971 and found the water so low that they had
to carry the canoes two of the eight miles. The
trip took them five hours.

Cascade Creek, which was an old name for
Shoal, was also the name early settlers used
for a creek that cut through a remote valley in
the hills northwest of Austin enroute to the
Colorado. What became known as Bull Creek
is probably the most beautiful landscape in
the city. Because the valley was open range,
great numbers of cattle roamed the hills, and
Mrs. Hart received a letter at the library ten
years ago saying the creek had been named-—
probably in the late 1860s—for the last old
male buffalo slain in Travis County. The letter
writer, Harold Preece, said his grandfather,
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former Texas Ranger Richard Lincoln Preece,
had killed the old bull.

In a short paper about the environs of Cas-
cade, or Bull Creek, Cathryn Richards says
many of the oldtime families in that area lived
in tents or caves and earned their living by cut-
ting cedar, burning it for charcoal, then sell-
ing it in Austin. One family, she said, raised
eight children in a cave, but enough suitors
came around that all the girls got married.
There was a special swimming place on Bull
at Walton’s old mill pond, and for years
panthers stalked the high cliffs.

The end of an era was signaled in 1963
when the last Walden property between
Spicewood Springs Road and Mansfield Dam
was sold to a stranger. Mrs. Clementine
Walden Jackson, then almost 72 and a widow,
cried and, moved by her own tears, composed
a ‘*“Tribute to Bull Creek.” The first Walden
on Bull Creek was her grandfather, Hugh,
who came from Tennessee in an ox wagon and
bought several hundred acres in 1850. “Now
you are like me,” Mrs. Jackson wrote in her
tribute. “You have slowed down, as if you
were resting from your years of rushing so fast
. . . So many things that caused you to run,
and laugh, are gone now.”

In Texas there are 25 streams with the name
Walnut Creek, and two of them—Big and
Little Walnut creeks—are in Austin. Walnut
rises in northern Travis County and flows
south to the Colorado. Its early history, as
sorme of the other creeks in the Austin area, is
replete with Indian stories. The first known
shedding of blood by Indians in Travis County
occurred in 1833, when two men were killed
and Josiah Wilbarger, shot through the neck
and chin, with both legs pierced by arrows,
was scalped and left for dead. His brother,

J. V. Wilbarger, told the story in his book on
Indian depredations in Texas. He wrote that
Mrs. Reuben Hornsby, the wife of one of the
early loc settlers, had a dream that Wilbar-
ger was alive even though two men return-
ing from the skirmish said they saw Indians

kill him. Mrs. Hornsby urged a search party to
get underway by daybreak, and the party
found Wilbarger propped against a tree with
all the clothing the Indians had left him, a
single sock, draped over his naked skull. A
small spot in the middle of the wound re-
mained bare, and Wilberger wore a covering
over it for the remaining 11 years of his life.

One of the oldest churches in Travis County
is the Walnut Creek Baptist Church, which
celebrated its 120th anniversary in the Bicen-
tennial year. The church started in 1856 with
a congregation of ten, meeting at the Burdett
schoolhouse. There is a legend that Sam Bass
often hid out in the heavily wooded church
grounds and stashed his loot in the corner of
the original sanctuary. Some of Bass’ ill-gotten
gains also are said to be buried near Barton
Springs.

There are so many other creeks in Austin,
each with their own history: Johnson, the first
stream west of the Missouri-Pacific railroad
tracks; Blunn, flowing from near St. Edward's
University to Town Lake, an area that was
partly developed as early as the 1930s as a park
and greenbelt; Boggy, with its two branches,
Fort and Tannehill, a creek with persistent
flooding problems; Harper’s over which a bat-
tle was fought that resulted in the dramatic
growth of a loud environmental voice, the
South River City Citizens Association; Bee and
Little Bee Creeks, which flow through a wil-
derness area in southwest Austin that is said
to be a home for the endangered Golden-
cheeked Warbler; East and West Bouldin in
south Austin, and others.

L T




26

o

o '- = =

_.',_'.-—J-H’/ K

)

t a

¥

1ibies

©




Most of the people who visit Austin, and
everyone who is fortunate enough to live
here, agree that it is indeed a beautiful city.
The beauty of Austin today can be directly
actributed to the foresight of earlier Austin-
ites, those people who cared enough to pre-
serve and protect the natural endowment
despite the inevitable pressures to destroy it.
The people who planted trees, built fine
buildings, dedicated parkland, and insisted
on a quality environment had a vision of a
better Austin. Without their collective im-
ages, the natural qualities of our City that
we admire so much would have become
quickly and easily lost forever. There is no
way and no need for us to repay our pred-
ecessors here. Our obligation is to future
Austinites. We must create our own images
ot a more beautiful Austin and dedicate our-
selves to the fulfillment of that potential. To
do less would be to disappoint future genera-
tions. As someone once said, “One genera-
tion plants the trees, the next enjoys the
shade.”

When we speak of the natural endowment
of Austin, we are inevitably talking about
the Colorado River and all the creeks and
waterways that flow into it. The natural
processes of water are the most critical to
the environment that supports us. Creeks are
a direct and clear manifestation of those
processes. Water flowing through the creeks
of Austin create the most delicate, sensitive
and ecologically diverse, as well as the most
interesting and beautiful, aspects of our
physical environment.

GOALS PROGRAM

In the past several years interest in creeks
1::«!5 increased considerably. Citizen concern
tor crecks, creek protection, and the creation
of greenbeits has beea vividly demonstrated
by the Austin Goals Program. The desire to
protect and creatively develop Austin’s creeks
emerged as virtually the highest priority from
among hundreds of issues considered.

CREEK ORDINANCE:

Following the senseless and unnecessary
destruction of eleven acres of creek land in
south Austin, a city ordinance was created to
“protect the natural and traditional charac-
ter” of Austin’s creeks. This ordinance was
the culmination of several years of public
controversy over the mistreatment of the
creeks in Austin and constituted a major step
toward insuring creek protection in the
future.

TOWN LAKE:

Town Lake has emerged as one of Austin’s
most important assets in the last few years,
thanks to the dedication of the Parks Depart-
ment and a handful of hard working citizens,
members of the “Citizens for a More Beau-
tiful Town Lake” committee.

Several miles of hike and bike trails have
been created, pedestrian bridges, view
points, etc. have been built, and hundreds
of trees have been planted. The striking suc-
cess of Town Lake must be taken as a signal
that the creative development of the creeks
that flow to it will soon be realized.
WALLER CREEK:

Waller Creek is rapidly moving toward
fulfillment of its potential. The middle por-
tion, 15th Street co 10th Street, has been
virtually completed as an urban park with
Waterloo Park and Symphony Square. The
uppet portion of Waller Creek, that flows
through the University of Texas, is being
planned as a linear park and trail. The lower
portion, from 10th Street to the Colorado
River, is being planned in great detail as a
zone for urban development.

WILD BASIN:

One of the most striking achievements
during the past few years has beea the efforts
of a group of citizens to create a nature pre-
serve on Bee Creek, west of downtown Aus-
tin. The idea for a natural park originated
with an environmental group, Now or
Never, who wanted to preserve the area’s

natural beauty and its rare and endangered
inhabitants, the Golden Cheeked Warbler.

A community wide organization was
formed under the title of The Committee
For Wild Basin Park. This group, working
with The Eavironmental Conservancy Of
Austin And Central Texas, raised consider-
able sums of money and purchased the first
several tracts of land.

The Travis County Commissioners even-
tually voted to assume sponsorship of the park
and the Bureau of Qutdoor Recreation agreed
to provide Federal funds for further acquisi-
tion of land, thereby assuring fulfillment
of the idea.

BICENTENNIAL:

Of course the major commitment to the
creeks came when the Bicentennial Com-
mission and the City Council of Austin
selected as its “gift to the nation” A Bold
Plan to Preserve, Restore, and Enbance the
Creeks of Austin.

A quick review of the successes would
encourage anyone; indeed a great deal has
been accomplished in a relatively short time.
We need only to look at the tremendous un-
fulfilled potential of the greenbelt idea to
realize how much remains to be done. A
project of this scope and importance requires
more than dedicated citizens, or a temporal
cause, in this case the Bicentennial effort,
and whatever funds can be found after the
city’s other needs are fulfilled. Ac a time
when funds are limited and the competition
for dollars is great, it requires continued citi-
zen interest and influence to make it a plan of
and by the people it will serve, and to insure
that it does not once again become an oppor-
tunity missed and a dream of the past.
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