
CHAPTER It

GEOGRAPHIC NOMENCLATURE AND EARLY INHABITANTS

I GEOPHYSICAL AND GEOGRAPHICAL STRUCTURE

Montgomery County, Texas, lies in the southeastern c ra'_

part of Texas, with its latitudinal and longitudinal directions h:i:i

ninety-five degrees and thirty minutes latitude, and thirty denre.-.c ^.z

seventeen and one-half minutes longitude.' Montgomery County is ';or'lP^-

ed on the noith by Walker County, on the northeast by San Jacinto Ccu-r+y,

on the east by Liberty County, on the south by Harris County, on the

southwest by Waller County, and on the west by Grimes County. Its

geographical center is located thirteen and one-half miles southeast

of the town of Montgomery and approximately four miles southvieet of

the city of Conroe; the center is located on the survey line betty^en the

L, M. H, Washington and John Bricker su 1 veys. 2 The boundary line

bordering o;a Harris County is a natural boundary, formed by Spring

Creek; the line between San Jacinto and Montgomery Counties also is

a natural boundary formed by Peach Creek. The other boundary lines

of Montgomery County, i. e., those boundaries running between

'The Texas State Highway De?a-•tr nt, "General Highway Map of
Montgomery County, " as, ' revi. ,F; . F i ry l; 1950 .

Z Montgomery Cc Ginty Courth ,u^ -.. "1'c.' d Records, Book IX. p. 337.
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Waller, Gei:r: .,a, Walker, Liberty, end the nortbasstarn part of Harris

Counties., are aury _yed boundaries.

Montgomery County has a land surface area of 1, 017 square

miles which encompasses three major soil types in the Lifkin-Susquehanna

formation. 3 These three are differentiated, with many local variations.

as black waxy prairies, postoak, and pine lands. A tongue of the Houston

and Wilson soils, which are dark, calcareous soils, splits the Lufkin-

Susquehanna formation in the north central part of the county. 4 The

northwest and north-central section of the county with rolling prairie

lands, which consist of the black waxy soil, is situated in what is known

as the eastern tongue of the -"Washington prairie. " The eastern part of

the county, except for the alluvial valleys, has a sandy surface soil and

is known as the Magnolia soil belt. This belt is called the "Flatwoods"

.region and is comprised of the characteristic soils of the Caddo-Segno

soil group. The extreme eastern portion is in the famous pine belt,

and the no less famous "Big Thicket" occupies a part of this and the ad-

joining soil region.5

3 T. C. Richardson, edition, East Texas: Its History and Its Makers
( New York: Lewis Historical Publishing Company, 1940), Vol. III, p. 1125.
(i ew YL:k: Lewis Historical Puhlishin;^ Company, 1940)

4 Ibid. , Vol. I, p. 39

5 Loc. cit.
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The altitude of the county ranges from 150 to 300 feet above sea

level, with an annual rainfall of 49. 17 inches and an average temperature

of fifty degrees in January and eighty-three degrees in July.6

The county is well drained by the San Jacinto River, due to the

stream's central location and its numerous tributaries. Some of the main

tributaries are Peach Creek and Caney Creek on its eastern banks, and

Spring Creek and Lake Creek on its western bank. Montgomery County

also has many natural and man made lakes, of which the largest is a

natural lake some two miles in length, known as Grand Lake.

This county is bountifully supplied with a good variety of both

softwood and hardwood timber, and various classes of pine of the soft-

wood variety, mainly the shortleaf and loblolly pine; and oak, gum, elm,

ash, holly, hickory, magnolia, black walnut, and various others of the

hard*ood variety are found. In the river bottoms and semi-swamps of

the lowlands, palmetto grows abundantly, while oak and hickory grow on

the ridges at the other extreme. The northwest and northeast portions

of the county are in part of the government forest reserve, and these

sections are being administered under the name of the Sam Houston

National Forest.

6 Texas Almanac and State Industrial Guide, 1949-1950 (Dallas:
A. H. Belo Corporation, 1949) p5688.
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Various types of wild edible fruits and nuts exist profusely in

their natural environment, mainly the dewberry, blackberry, mayberry,

mulberry, May haw, black haw, plums, mustang grape, muscadine, per-

simmon, pecan, hickory nut, chinquapin, and many others.

Montgomery County is a natural habitat for wild flowers which

attain their greatest profusion and largest size in the moist lands of the

county. Some of these are the bluebonnet, bluebell, Indian paintbrush,

magnolia, dogwood, redbud, and the yellow jasmine.

Wild animals of many types and varieties exist throughout the

county, such as various species of poisonous and nonpoisonous snakes,

fox, bobcat, deer, squirrel, rabbit, raccon, opossum, armadillo, and

numerous other undomesticated animals. Many birds and larger fowl

maintain their home in the county throughout the seasons.

The various lakes and streams afford the county with an abun-

dance of fish, such as catfish, trout, bass, crappie, various species of

perch, buffalo, shad, and gar.

II INDIANS

The first presence of homo sapiens in Montgomery Count is not

known today ; but with all probability some prehistoric men dwelt there,

roamed its forests, and preyed upon its game. The earliest man who

left any record of his inhabitance in the county was the American Indian.

The Crcoquisac (Arkokisas or Orcoquiza) tribe roamed through
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the county in the early eighteenth century and established several camps

along the banks of Spring Creek and the San Jacinto River. They used

those camps as the center of their tribal activities for the outlying camps

they had along the Trinity and lower San Jacinto Rivers. A good account

given of their location and whereabouts is as follows:

The center or headquarters of the tribe seems to have
been 1 )cated on a western branch of the San Jacinto River
calie3 at this time Arrora de Santa Rosa de Alcazar. This
stream has been identified on good authority as Spring
Creek. A short distance below the junction cf the San
Jacinto and Santa Rosa about a gummshoA from the banks
of the latter, was a village ruled by Chief Canes. This
chief was a close friend of the French, whom the Indians
generally designated as Cann ,s; hence the name,. Some
twenty miles above was the village of Chief El Gordo
(Fatty). . . .

Another account which mLL re definitely clarifies the location of

the village cf Chief El Gcrdo is given in the following account:

• . . El Gerdo's village was located at the junction of two
small branches joining the Santa Rosa, about ten leagues
or perhaps twenty miles west of the San Jacintc -- evidently
Mill Creek and Spring Creek. • . • 8

Little is known about the habits and mores of the Orcoquisac

tribes of early Montgomery County; however, some small details

- - 7 Carl y s E. Castaneda, Our Catholic Heritage in T exas, 1519-1936
(Austin: Von Beckman-Jones Company,'_°ui:,lishe.rs, 1936 ), Vol, 1V , ,
pp. 49-50

8 Ferber". Eugene Belton. Texas in th_ Middle EiRhteenth Cer_tury
(Berkeley: U niv er.3 ity of Caiiiorni Pr o , s: 19i5), Vol. 111. p. 354.
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were learned from the early traders, explorers, soldiers, and

missionaries when they corresponded with their government after having

spent sometime in or passed through the county. From the few accounts

that were left, enough information was gathered to learn the associate

tribes of the Arcoquisac and a little information about the tribal life.

These facts are recorded in the following passage:

• . . Cn the north the neighbors of the Crcoquiza (Crcoqoisac)
were the Bidai, and apparently, the feadose (Agdocas, loxsas);
on the west, the Coco; on the west and southwest, the Karankawa,

"although they went periodically back and forth, with the
changes of seasons, between the coast and interior the
Crcoauiza lived in relatively fixed villages. If they were
like the idai, they remained inland during the winter.

They p ract iced agriculture to some extent, raising what
was called maize. They lived to a large extent on a fish
diet, supplementod by sylvan fruits and game, among
which deer and bear were prominent. . . . 9

The Crcoquisacs seem to have been on friendly terms with the

neighboring tribes, with the exception of the cannibalistic Karankawas.

Racially they seem to have been cl L sely related tc the ittacapa, with

whom they intermarried freely. The number of this tribe has been

extimated between ten and fifteen hundred souls. `0

No archaeological remains have been uncovered of the

©rcoquisac Indi ns in the county. Tho--ir a_noihilatic'n was prc 1y due

9 i-Teib p r ,ugene clton., Texas in t'e PI!`.c1.d1e Eighteenth Century
( Berkeley: TJ7.i.versity of California t :r_ sa, 9l5),Vol. I T ' p 35

10 Castaneda, op. cit., V T cl. W, p. 49
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to some white man's disease, such as smallpox or typhoid; or perhaps

when the larger Indian nations of the southeastern United States were

forced to migrate across the Mississippi River they amalgamted with

them, or were driven by them into other sections of the country.

The Bidai and Kickapoo tribes ranged north of the Crcoquisac

in the locality of the present day Bidai Lake, These two tribes, the

Bidai and Kickapoo, left their mark in the vicinity when the early set-

tiers bestowed their names on several of the creeks and lakes of this

region. At the time when the first settlers came to Montgomery they

encountered several of these tribes, made friends, and traded with

them. An account of their location and fraternization with the settlers

is as follows:

• . . About six miles west of Montgomery on Caney Creek,
the Bedai Indians had a village and burying ground. The
Kickapoo Indians sometimes camped near the tcwn. Arrow-
heads are still found where these old camps were. These
were friendly tribes, and there was much trading between
them and the settlers. They made baskets, wucden bowls,
chairs of rattan and hickory, and covers for bottles, also
of rattan. The white boys bought bows and arrows from the
Indians and learned to shoot squirrels with as much skill as
the Indians themselves. iJhen the Indians carried their
baskets to sell, they filled the baskets with whatever they
wanted to buy, then emptied the contents into their laps
and left the baskets in exchange. Indians from the Bedai
village sometimes went to the Shannon home at milking
time with wooden bowls. They sat on the fence until the
Negroes finished milking, and when their bowls were filled,
and they had drunk the milk, they walked off leaving the
bowls as payment.
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The Bedal village wa y Imc st wiped out by typhoid fever.
The Indians treated this by putting the patients on high
scaffolds and making a smoke under them. . . • 11

The Bed a i And ickapoo stock quickly vanished after the white

man e s pestilence thinned their ranks almost into hlivion.

Other Indian tribes, besides the rcc.quisac. Bedai, and

Kickapnr, , visit .:t Nlcntgr.mery c . unty. The Cenis, known as the Tejas

to the Spaniaris, whose main pi ebt s were alr nc the central part ct

the Trinity River, occasionally roamed through the c .. unt.y . 12

III EXPi_ T.ERS AND MISSRN.ARIES

(-.bc.rt Cavelier, Sieur d i.:.% Salle, a French explorer, who

perhaps and mis ale i late ri his bc ' rinr had bypassed the mouth of

the Mississippi 'River where h o had intended tc. land and establish a

colony. He was forced to land near N`.at#gor da Bays, and it was here

that he bi.iilt his f; ,rt f Saint L r uis and used this fort as n ha s+ for his

treks into the intcrir ,
r of Texas, looking f +r the lb:isslssi pi River.

It was on one f these excursions, bef;inr.in}, on the twelfth day of

January 1686, that Lit Salle is believed to have crossed through the

'11 Mary Davis, "CM Mi.. ntgrrnery, " (unpuhlished paper written for
the c r- . e Flirh School• senior hist,:ry class. no• date), pp. 1-Z.

12 asta^ni F-Ia, np . cit. , Vr.-I -
 
 1 , P. Z94
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northwest corner of Montgomery County. 13 Upon leaving his fort of

Saint Louis, an account of this trek is as follows:

Again, on the 12th of January, 1686, La Salle, with seven
-teen companions, started to the northeast.

................................
. On the 21st they crossed the river of Canes, (Colorado,

above Eagle Lake). Heavy rains delayed them, and they
crossed the river of Sand Banks, (San Bernard) on the 26th.
On Jcutel's (La Salle's geographer) map are laid down succes.
sively, though under French names, Skull Creek, New Year's
Creek, the Maligne, or Erazos River, the Eure (San Jacinto),
River of Canoes, so called because in his former voyage,
La Salle had to procure canoes to cross it (the Trinity), the
Neches, the Angelina and the Sabine. . • • 14

Another account which more clearly records La Salle's trip after

he got to the Brazos River and Montgomery County is as follows:

• . • La Salle altered his course and following a more easterly
direction, soon reached a thickly populated country, where the
natives welcomed him with evident pleasure. This was probably
in the vicinity of the Brazos River. Here they were delayed for
a few days, awaiting the recovery of Naka, the faithful Shawanoe
Indian hi.inter of La Salle, who had been bitten by a rattlesnake.
Continuing the journey eastward, they found their path inter-
cepted by a river which Father Douay called "La Riviere de
Malheurs," the Piver of Misfortunes. This was a very swift
stream in which La Salle and some of his companions who
attempted to cross on a raft, were almost drowned. It is
difficult to tell just what stream this was, as there are no
swift rivers between the Brazos and the Trinity. There
are, however, numerous creeks and small streams, which
during the rainy season often assume the proportions of
regular torrents, any of which might fit the description.

- 13
Homer S. Thrall, A Pictorial History of Texas From the Earliest

Visits of European Adventurers, to A. D. 1879 (St. Louis, Mo.: N. D.
Thompson and Company, 1879), p. 81.

14
Loc. cit.
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After crossing this stream with much difficulty, La Salle
and his companions continued their march eastward and
shortly thereafter, came to the rancherias of the Cenis
. . . along the Trinity. 15

This expedition into Texas by the French soon became known in

Mexico, and measures to dislodge the colony were taken by the Spanish

officials. 16

The viceroy of Mexico appointed Alonso de Leon Governor of

Coahuila and gave him explicit instructions to seek out La Salle's colony,

destroy the fort, and check on other French activities in East Texas.

With this done, and upon the recommendations of the viceroy to establish

missions in East Texas, De Leon set out with the missionary priest,

Father Massanet, to fulfill his obligations in keeping the French out

of Texas. After the East Texas missions were established in the

Tejas Indian territory De Leon laid out a route from the mission of

La Bahia (Goliad) to the mission at Nacogdoches. This route became

known as the La Bahia Road and according to Castaneda's map it inter-

cepts the southwestern corner of Montgomery County and runs through

the county in a northeasterly direction. According to this map it was

blazed by Alonso de Leon in the year 1690. 17 It is believed by the

author that this was the trail used by the ol.d louston =. Montgomery,

Castaneda, loc. cit.

Thrall, op, cit. , p. 87

Castaneda, op. cit.. Vol. I, p. 349.
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and Cincinnati stage line.

The viceroy on December 7, 1716, proceeded to appoint Don

Martin de Alarcon, Knight of the Order of Santiago and Governor of

Coahuila, Captain General and Governor of the Province of the Tejas

and such other lands as might be conquered to found missions in the

San Antonio area and to check on and send supplies to the East Texas

missions. 18 
After establishing a mission and settlement on the San

Antonio River he proceeded by the way of la Bahia, through Montgomery

County, and on into East Texas. Alarcon was welcomed with much joy

on his arrival at the East Texas mission, as the following shows:

• . . The governor at last departed for the Presidio de los
Tejas. • . . With bells ringing, the missionaries and
Indians of the Mission of Nuestro padre San Francisco de
los Tejas welcomed the new governor with undisguised
joy, on October 14, 1718, when he at last arrived in East
Texas. . . , 19

The viceroy appointed Pedro de Rivera as Inspector General of

the presidios and missions of Texas, and when he was appointed he was

given instructions to make a tour of inspection of all Spanish presidios,

to check against fraud, and to make recommendations concerning their

necessity. In the spring of 1727 the tireless and ever watchful inspector

18 Ibid., Vol. II, p. 78

1 9 Castaneda, loc. cit.
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arrived at last in East Texas.
20

 Rivera arrived at the Nacogdoches

mission first; inspected the Tejas missions, then proceeded on the

La Bahia Road through Montgomery County to the Presidio de Nuestra

Senora de Loreto de la Bahia del Espiritu Santo at Goliad. 21

In 1745 Captain Joaquin Orobio y Basterra of La Bahia heard

that rumors of the presence of French traders from Louisiana had

penetrated into the Trinity region. In the same year he reported these

rumors to the viceroy in Mexico. 22 
The viceroy became suddenly

apprehensive and immediately ordered an investigation to determine

if the French had established a settlement, the number and character

of the Indians in the vicinity, and to request any Frenchmen found

already settled to leave at once. 23 Upon receipt of the orders, Orobio

y Basterra, with a group of men, set out to make a preliminary recon-

naissance. Orobio's investigation is represented in the following

passage:

On March 6, 1746 he arrived at a place which he calla'
Santa Rosa de Viterbo, where he found a settlement
Bidai Indians near the Trinity. . .

2Qlbid . , Vol. II, p. 219

21 Loc. cit.

22 Ibid., Vol. IV., p. 46.

23 L oc. cit.
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• . . After a few days rest and a long interview with
the chief of those Indians he again set out, accompanied
by a Bidai guide, crossed the Trinity River, and went
thirty leagues west-southwest from Santa Rosa de Viterbo
to a place which he called San Rafael, and which appears to
have been on Spring Creek, west of the San Jacinto River.
Here he found two Orcoquisac villages. . . .

Both the Bidais and the Orcoquisacs explained that the
French visited them frequently. For six years traders,
who lived in a place they called Pachina, near the
Mississippi, had been coming by land. • . . . No permanent
settlement had been made, but last summer a party, who had
come by sea, had chosen a site and told the Orcoquisacs to
notify the Bidais, the Deadoses, and the Tejas to bring their
bearskins, buckskins, and buffalo hides to this place to t=rade.
The site chosen appears to have been on the San Jacinto, some
distance from its mouth. The Indians explained it was on a
stream between the Trinity and the Brazos which was a
tributary of neither. The Orcoquisacs told Orobio that some
Frenchmen had been recently lost among the Cujanes, who
lived to the southwest. •

Curious to see the site chosen for the proposed settlement,
Orobio went towards the coast some fifteen leagues and was
shown the place where the French said they would establish
themselves. This was on a stream which Orobio named
Aranazau and which was in all probability the San Jacinto.
There was no sign of habitation and in the opinion of Orobio
no permanent settlement. . • . . 24

This visit of Orobio to the Crcoquisac Indians on Spring Creek was

the beginning of a quarter of a century of Spanish activity in Montgomery

County and its vicinity. 25

Due to Orobio finding French activity around the Spring Creek area,

- 24
Loc . cit.

25
Bolton, op. cit. , Vol. III, p. 332.
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in January, 1757 the viceroy ordered the missionaries of the Nuestra

Senora de la Luz mission in the neighborhood of San Augustine to move

to Spring Greek, and to reduce there, at .Ei Gordo's village, all the

Orcoquisac bands and the Bidai tribe as ;cell. ° The Orcoquisacs

were at first very tractable and friendly. They professed anxiety to

enter upon mission life, built a house for the missionaries, and the

first spring planted for them three acres of corn. A more de lied

description and location of this mission is as fellows:

The church, reported by Jacinto de Barrois y Jauregui
(Governor of Texas) as already completed in June, was
evidently a very temporary structure which was substituted
afterwards by a somewhat better one, itself miserable
enough, A complaint made two years later by Fr. Abad de
Jesus Maria, who was then head minister at the place, to
the effect that he could not get help from the soldiers to
complete the mission, reveals to us the site and the nature
of the newer buildings. He writes: "Fearfyl of what might
result, I had to set about the mentioned material establish-
ment . . . The two ministers having explored and examined
the territory with all care and exactitude, we did not find
any place more suitable or nearer the presidio than a hill,
something less than a fourth of a league's distance to the
east from the latter and on the same bank of the lagoon.

This place, Excellent Sir, because of its elevation, corn-
mantis a view of the whole site of the presidio and of a
circumference to the west and south . . . as far as the eye
can reach. Toward the east the land is a little less elevated.
At a distance of a league enough corn might be planted to
supply a large population. . . . All these advantages being
seen, the mission was erected on this site. It is made of
wood, all hewn, and beaten clay mixed with moss, and has

26 Ibid. , Vol. III, p. 348
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four arched portals. This building, because of its strength
and arrangement, is the most pleasing in all those lands of
the Spaniards and the French-- or it would be if your
Excellency should be pleased to have completed its construc-
tion, which for the present has been suspended. " 27

To select the site for the colony, the governor commissioned two

surveyors, and each was to make an independent survey of the Spring

Creek region, which they did in August 1756; and in October they both

reported favorably upon three sites, but most favorably on the one near

El Gordo's village at the junction of two small branches joining Spring

Creek, about ten leagues or perhaps twenty miles west of the San Jacinto-

evidently Mill Creek and Spring Creek. 28 Governor Jacinto de Barrios

y Jaurequi, happy about the reports made by the surveyors, reported to

the viceroy in favor of Spring Creek, recommending three missions in-

stead of one, and on January 7, 1756 this site was approved by the

government and shortly afterward the viceroy ordered the presidio to be

built. ^ 9
 To this point prospects seemed good for the beginning of a new

civil settlement in Montgomery County, but due to inefficiency of the

government and the changing of officials the project was abandoned.

- r 27 Ibid .^, Vol. III, p. 349

28 Ibid . , Vol. III, p. 351

29 Loc . cit.


