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The Diary of Oscar Call-1856

Two diaries of Oscar Call are housed in the Barker History
Center Archives at the University of Texas in Austin. There
is an 1856 diary and an 1858 diary. They were acquired for the

University through the efforts of J. Frank Dobie.

Mrs. 0.B.

Owens, a former student of his, realizing that they were his-
torically significant, told Mr. Dobie about them. The University
library has lost contact with her, however, so any information
she may have had about the diaries or Mr. Call himself is at

least temporarily lost.

John Gray

Fortunately for persons in-
terested in the pioneer life of
early Central Texans, Oscar
Call, an early Texas surveyor,
has left a combination diary and
sketch book in which he re-
corded day to day activities
and observations. The 1856
diary is a small notebook which
was written in pencil and today
is heavily worn. Surveying
notes of longtitude and latitude
make up a large portion of the
notes along with attempts at

poetry, the Pythagorean
theorem and personal ad-
dresses.

The sketches are of particu-
lar interest. Mostof them were
drawn from the banks of the
Colorado River and show large
oaks and rolling hills. A sur-
veyor, along with his tripod,
appears in one sketch, probably
a self portrait. Another sketch
shows a candidate for political
office who may have ran in a
local Burnet County election
that Call mentions in his diary.
The drawings enhance the diary
by giving the reader an added
sense of intimacy with the
writer.

Where Oscar Call came from
and what became of him is an
as yet unsolved mystery. Yet
some facts can be gleaned from
the information available. The
1856 diary centers around Bur-
net, Texas. Fond of writing his
name, Mr. Call fills a whole
page with his name and address,

" the address being Burnet.

In 1860 a group of Burnet
County citizens petitioned
Governor Sam Houston for pro-
tection from Indians. Oscar
Call was a signatory. He is
not. however, listed in the 1860
census of Burnet County. This
may be explained by the nature
of his occupation. Surveyors
spend a lot of time traveling,
so he could easily have been
missed by the census take, An
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1858 diary which Oscar Call
wrote recording a trip to the
Trans-Pecos area begins: in
Burnet, apparently his home at
the time. So, while there is
little personal information
about Mr. Call, it can be as-
sumed that he lived in Burnet,
Texas, in the late 1850’s.

The diary begins in North
Texas. He is traveling south.

Oscar Call March 4, 18?76

Oscar Call March 17, 1856

Mrs. R. May 14th .

Otter Creek June 21

Beaver Creek July 1

Agency July 4, 1856

Kimball July ??, 1856

Rock Creek July 7

Patricks July 7

Old Agency, July 9

Kimball Bend July 10

July 10 a very warm day.
Wind from the S.W. Prospect
of rain.

July 11 Cool and pleasant,
memorable day. I am the last
remanent of the once powerful
race of (Lyerubabs?) My
fathers ghost cries to me from
the depths of (Alamo Mission?)
for revenge!!

The Agency, where Oscar
Call stayed the night of July 4,
was the Brazos Indian Agency
that had been established the
year before. Perhapshe andthe
men who accompanied him were
doing surveying work for the
Army which at the time was
deploying a force of men
750 strong under the command
of  Colonel Albert Sidney
Johnson.

On July 9, he stayed the night
at the Old Agency. This was
probably Barnards Old Trading
Post, established as a trading
house for Indians andused later
as a frontier commissary. Still
heading south he spent several
days at Kimball’s Bend on the
Brazos, where he seems to have
started a piece of fiction, but
due to the illegible words and
apparent incompletion of the
topic, it is impossible to gather
any information from this curi-

ous passage.

Left Kimballs Bend

July 14 camped Steele Creek.
2 miles from Grahm.

July 15 camped on the Morth
Bosque a very pretty stream.

Oscar Call - Bought of Kerry
Seel one Caddo Pony $60 on
July 15, 1856.

July 16 stopped for dinner
near a small house 5 miles
(word illegible) from the Co-
manche springs and borrowed
a skillet from the dog. After
refreshing ourselves and
horses travelled on to Coman-
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gprings and found it a mogp
g?:ri;)us gspring and the treeg
and rocks around it were coy.
ered with the names of .
stopped for night at a frame
house north of the (river?) angd
found good water, good milk,
good people and good f'are gen-
erally and had the misfortune
of being growled at all night by
a most ferocious Iooking dog.
Had pleasant dreams. Think |
was in (Parenchis?) eating ap.
ples with Julius Caeser.
July 17 Rose early and went
15 each for the horses. Found
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hat hay, at some time:

eep go wWorn

them not more than three miles
mi.]eé i:tlg aef:]er traveling six
Stam PP our horses on

Pede Creek where I suc-
f::::gl;nwﬁ;'i]\;ir;g out a large
Al C wounded with

8¢ pebble which I found
convenient. At 10 o’clock we
leit Stampede and (rode) till 12
a.m. when we camped in a small
bunch by a ecornfielq. Plenty of
roasting ears. Enquired of a
man how far it was to Belton,
he said 12 miles. So we have
come only 8 miles today!! Killed
oné squirrel and shot at a fly
up the creek and scared a
(mule?) rabbit and camped to-
night on Cedar Creek. Got milk
and butter but no grits for our
ponys,

Ft. Grahm was established
in 1849, but when Oscar Call
passed through it had been aban-
doned for three years. As the
frontier people pushed further
into Indian territory, so did the
forts. The abandoned Ft.
Graham became a shelter for
cattle drivers and other travel-
ers.

Horses may have beenplenti-
ful but they were such a neces-
sity that they brought an excel-
lent price. For $60, instead
of a Caddo pony a settler could
have bought 24 acres of land
at the prevailing rate of $2.50

r acre.
peThe Caddo Indians were a
friendly East Texas tribe who
at that time were on the Indian
Agency. ' The pony was appa-
rently trained by the Indians as
later when the pony gets lost,
Mr. Call fears it has returned

Agency.
m';‘l}i (giomanche Springs he
speaks so highly of must be the
Eagle Springs in Eastern Cory-
ell County near Mother Neff
gtate Park, 18 miles l:fi)rth og
The community o
g:lgtl(;n.sp’i“gs Mo
put maybe elor:
c]igtsg the springs were known
as Comanche Springs.

Anyone reading the diary has

pe impressed. with the in-
:gmgence of Oscar Call. All
through the notebook examples
{ his Jearning appear. Prob-
9 o the most striking image
ablym g from this well read
com of the frontier is that of
man ¢ Call sitting under a tree
0SCP cing  philosophy  with
dns;:us Caesar while both are
g::mg apples.

.'‘COLORADO SEPTEMBER 18, 1856

July 18 Started at 6 o'clock
and traveled in company with
a gent who was very imagina-
teve. Set him down a decided
land and after telling him a
pile of stories bid him good
day! and. crossed the Leon
River-which was very low, wet
our boot tops. Passed through
Belton at 10 o’clock a.m. found

Section C

The Highlandes

July 26, 1973

the town had improved a little
in two years. staid in town 15
minutes and concluded to go to
Lampassas before 12. passed
the mill at 11 o’clock and there
being no grass traveled on four
miles and stopped near a double
log house for dinner. found I
had passed by the turning off
place to go to Brookville for
which I was very sory. but
could not help myself. So I
had to put up with it, found no
water. The good people having
to hall their water from the
big Spring in the (Galvus?) or
however it is spelled. Stopped
long enough to bake biscuits
and rest our horses whichwere
very tired and hungry and also
to refresh ourselves who were
not a little hungry. While
camped here saw a young couple
who had just Eloped from
Arkansas (word illegible) and
were going west to seek their
eternal fortunes, wished them
much happiness, told the Gent
to (words illegible) while he
gave me a look as much as to
say ‘‘Go thou and do likewise'®
took the hint but did not let on.

Camped on the (Galv?) tonight
as there was no water within
reach on the Brooksville River.
Saw a man get soused in the
Big Spring by old (word
illegible) aleohol. took a good
bathe myself, first, below the
road in a deep hole. went to
bed as honest man should. but
not to sleep as the mesquitos
were horried familiar as well
as numerous.

July 19 Got up this morning
by sunrise. made our coffee,
drank saddled our horses.
Shook hands and parted Com-
pany. That is I took one road,
William Thormyer took the
other. Very sorry to part with
him as we had been in company
through dangers ‘‘seen and un-
seen’’ for three months. mount-
ed my pony and pursued my
solitary way toward Hamilton.
found the road quite easily.
Stopped at a house in timber
and learned that the Banta Boys
had left there the day before.
Stopped at an old ruin to rest
pony. Saw two men from the
Gabriel going to Dallas for
wheat, told me the people were
making no corn in Burnet - this
year. Camped for night about
a mile west of (Sriends?) in
the (Prunis?) rained a little
with thunder and lightening.
First night I had staid alone on
the whole trip. felt ‘‘wretched
and lonely’’. revisited the
scenes of childhood and wander -
ed over the hills of (word il-
legible). but caught in the
reminenses of By Gone days no
shadow of the future. wondered
if I would get letters at Hamil-
ton. Thought of the boys on the
(Canaching?) and then of
mankind in general. till the
first thing I knew resting, but
awoke very early in the morn-
ing.

The double log house Mr.
Call mentions was a common
sight on the frontier. As the
family grew, a second room
would be added to the original

-cabin resuiting in the familiar

breezeway or dogrun between
the two.

We learn that for whatever
reason corn was not available
in Burnet. Perhaps the dry
weather ‘he mentions all
through his diary caused the
crops to be very poor.

We learn also that Oscar
Call was something of a
philosopher. He seems to
have preferred company to
solitary travel, as he laments
parting with William Thormyer.
But he was now alone andfacing
the wild, open country of Cen-
tral Texas withouta companion.
He uses the time to reflect
on the condition of man and
events that had shaped his
life. questions that intrigue all
thoughtful men.

In the July 19 entry, he writes
of ‘‘dangers seen and unseen’’
during three months of travel.
He is traveling from Indian
territory and apparently was
there for a good while. Yet
strangely enough, this vague
statement which brings to mind
Indians perched upon a hill or
crouched behind a rock is the
only mention of danger in the

whole diary. This perhaps can
be explained by the fact thatthe
government was at last setting
aside land for the Indians at two
different sites. Although the
reservations were not large.
considering the Indians’ no-
madic nature, most tribes were
anxious to live in peace and
wanted to have land that was

See THE DIARY page 2-C
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_““NOVEMBER 4, 1856 NOONING
after the last entry in the diary.

A SKETCH

trees blowing and breaking in the wind.

| o

A BE0L

OF VIOLENT TEXAS NORTHER showing

e B g
CAMP"’ A sketch done

The sketch labeled

‘‘Norther’’ shows a flock of ducks flying before the wind.

miles from Brooksville. rode
on again to Mathis Mill found
the Gabriel very low indeed
scarcely running at all. Stopped

near the mill and eat lunch.
Pony most give out. walked
nearly half the way from

Brooksville. Founda fire where
someone had camped last night
and with some roasting ears
which I succeeded in stealing.
with coffee bread and butter
made a hearty meal. Boy says

that it is 25 miles to Hamilton. :
But I think that he is ‘‘damned’

big mistaken’'. at 1 o’'clock
started again, think it is the

" ! warmest day of the season, the

~ road very dusty and no water.-

Country resembles the country
around Comanche Springs and
(Bear) creek. Overtook the
Banta Boys at (Rainbolts) and
camped with them tonight.

As Mr. Call neared Burnet,
he was still feeling very lonely,
a mouse being his only com-
panion. The little log town he
passed through was the budding
town of Florence founded in

; 1848, settled in 1857 and ori-

ginally called Brooksville, ac-
cording to the Handbook 'of
Texas. However, in 1856, when
Oscar Call was in the town it
seems to have been settled
enough to have people attending
church services.

The boy was indeed wrong
about the distance from Mathis
Mill to Burnet. It is 20 miles.
not 25 miles. This may not
seem like a major mistake but
when you have to walk your
horse most of the way due to a
dry season. five miles can be a
long distance. .

Leaving the Mathis Mill at
1 o'clock. Mr. Call travels |3
miles and at last catches ur
with his friends. the BantaBoys
Here is a clue worth notin
which sheds some light onOsca
Call's age. The Bantabrother:

S XTI

July 22 warm day mail day.

July 23 very warm indeed
considerable electioneering. . .
very warm, warm, warm

July 26 went to Thads, fun
with (Mulins) staid til 19th

July 30 warm and dry no
prospect of rain
August 1 pony lost, fear he

has left for Brazos Agency.

August.Sunday. At town yet
found pony last night everybody
going to camp meeting. a good

< ~ ﬂmf—‘—'ja'*]

AW 4

45 RPM SINGLES

" it

last nigni.

After a short three hour ride,
Oscar Call arrived in Hamilton.
Hamilton or Hamilton’s Valley
was founded in 1849, seven
years before Oscar Call rode
into town. In 1852, Burnet
County was formed with the
Legislature naming it after a
former President of Texas. The
citizens of Hamilton’s Valley
changed their town’s name to
Burnet several years later,
since there was already aHam-
ilton’s post office in Texas.

The first thing Oscar Call did
upon arriving was to satisfy his
previous curiosity about mail.
Several letters awaited him;
thus giving further evidence to
the belief that he called Burnet
home.

The summers were just as
hot 117 years ago, but the elec-
tions of those days certainly
engendered much more interest
than do present day local elec-
tions.

3rd August Went to camp
meeting in Marbletown Valley.
and staid til Monday night. Had
a great time. Election and
camp meeting in the same place.
Methodists marched to the polls
singing ‘‘Moses (word illegible)
the Water’' and voted the Metho-
dist ticket entirely, Sorry time
for sinners and camp-

(illegible), pity!

August 5 Tuesday Hamilton.
a good deal of excitement in
town in regard to election also
much anxiety felt respect tothe
San Antonio mob and death of
McDonald.

l-\l.lg.l.lSl / a daull gay 1n [0
thats all

His temperature readin
seem a little off. It does co
vey the usual summer climz
however, even if it is a liti
mixed up. His August 3 coi
ment about the election is dif!
cult to comprehend, but
doesn’t seem to be a stateme
in praise of the Methodist ticke
Probably he was trying to e
press a feeling that many tr.
ditional Methodists felt towa
the sects inclined toward ¢
outward display of the
religious feelings.

This section of the diary pr
vided the most curious even
recorded. The election for loc
and state officials was combin:
with a religious camp meetin
It serves as anexcellent chan
to check Oscar Call's accura.
in regard to dates. On reco:
at the State Archives are r
turns for anelection held Augu
4, 1856, agreeing with Osc:
Call. No mention is made
the public records as to whe:
the election was held or inwh
atmosphere. In retrospect
would hardly seem possible ¢
anyone but Methodists to win °
such a situation.

The day after the electio
Mr. Call records a great de
of excitement. The electi
returns were still out causi
the San Antonio mob and ti
death of McDonald. A reco:
of this exciting and most unusu
San Antonio event isfoundint!
San Antonio Ledger for Satu:
day, August 2, 1856. The 1850

ll--
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noon. His remains were at-
tended to the tomb by a large
assembly of citizens.

The Native American Party
was a secret political organi-
zation which sought to keep
foreign born citizens out of
public office. Opposing parties
labeled them the Know-Nothing
party because they refused to
answer questions about them-

V4

selves. In July of 1856, the
nation was on the verge of civil
war. A bitter election was ap-
proaching, war was raging in
Kansas and John Brown had just
attempted to liberate the slaves.
In August, citizens of Colorado

" County discovered a suspected

plot by slaves to kill their own-
ers and run away to Mexico.

T h e newspaper article
doesn't explain why the citizens
were called to arms, but it is
€asy to see how such an action
could result in tragedy during
such a volative period of his-

S UEL by Jmu t-up
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tory. With the leader of a
major political party murdered
and the Mayor of San Antonio
in jail, it is little wonder that
Burnet citizens were aroused.

August 8 Started for Stennis
in Pecan Bayou in company with
Sullivan Cox. Stopped to night
in Lelano county., rained a little
this evening,

August 9 Staid here all day.
wer;: to the Llano. A fine county.
10t

Left again for Pecan
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PAGE THREE-

Bayou. Stopped for dinher 3

fall creek and camped to nigh

on Cherokee creek on Kellys

11th Started early this morn

ing, got in sight of San Sab:
Valley at 10 o’clock. Foun:
everything dried up consequent

ly grass all dead. Concluded t
g0 to Simpsens Spring and stoj
to barbacue our beans. founc
lots of horse tracks near the
springs. Supposed there was 3z
shooting match on hand but after
hobbling our horses were sur-
prised to hear groans and shotits
which we saw come from a squad
of people near and we first be-
came sensible that we wereina
Methodist Camp Meeting. Staid
this evening in camp. Went to
preaching after dark and a
wretched preach it was.

The Methodists seem 1o be
having a hey day in the area.
Noah Smithwick remembers
that the first camp meeting was
held in 1855 but that they soon
occurred quite frequently. The
Methodists that Oscar Call en-
countered at Simpsens Springs
must have been the Protestant
Methodists that Smithwick re-
fers to in his book The Evolu-
tion of a State. :

‘‘There finally sprang up a
sect in Backbone valley that
discounted all others in spiri-
tual manifestations. Protestant
Methodists they styled them-
selves, though just what the
name implied I never learned.
They had meetings every night,
singing, shouting and going into
trances, during which i they
spoke with tongues and played
on imaginary harps, and, as a
grand finale, springing to their
feet and running as if punsued
by the emissaries of Satan.
Crowds of curious sightseers
flocked to see the perfor ance
as though it were a circus.”

12th  Rose early, find our
horses had wandered ollff or
stampeded from the groanis and
yells last night. Started‘ at 7
this morning and rode into! Steal
Easy. a town containin.g one
dwelling, one blacksmith : shop
and one grocery. stoppied in
town sometime and then CIross -
ed the San Saba and Stoppe:d for
dinner under the shade of a big
elm. learn that itis forty miles
to the fort yet. very warm
weather. travelled thro ugh a
beautiful mesquite countr y this
evening and left the roa-d and
camped on the San Saba riear a
crossing.

13th  left camp in riv er at
6 o’clock and rode on to v voods
in Richland Creek. Stoppe :d our
liorses at the house, an d got
directions about our co urse.
Thirty-five miles of it by their
say so, to (fort). Going five
miles in, going nearly 20 iiles.
Cap o o “ S Yo e Sk o
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/ ’ : v ,Z : : Camped on Antelope at | Halls
“%M[?"’M- ﬂ//’m? "z ?/ e &.4¢ . at 12 a.m. a pretty plac :e on

e 5 2, ! ; the creek but badly burne :d up
aszz;,p/oza.d &&’4,47; ,/% //%/gwaa : /é,‘} - by the drouth. left camp at4
A L e o'clock as we have w. ater.
! o s o e = s W o T camped for night at Hubb ards
b e G S ey Staxm e B A I e Morr s 2 Cornfield nesr soven ot hol_eaof

s 3 5 o Siie et 5 Pern 2 water. g ‘

wrees i 14th .Saw plenty of Antelope

: for the first time since we left

Hamilton. Stopped for dinner

on the banks of the Colorado.

: 19th" Left Camp Colorado
2 e : g this morning on our return to
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Still pushing north, traveling

Pty — o o~ i through San Saba County, Mr.
"’,/ﬂ'z el i //',;1,/”,9 =G c’j’éfg’/" % - %6 Call passes through Steal Easy.
7 = w ’ ’ P : According to the Handbook of

e T it ﬁ’\-AJ‘/v"— mf v G oo dieere. Texas, a community was organ-

@ ; K ; 5 \ ized at the mouth of Richland
e !/771/—1—«&14_ T E{fe et rC oo B gz, A Creek and the San Saba River.

/ Ef— /7 > Z: //"V/a - This village was called ‘‘county

: < At Ay A e , Sial seat’’, even though there was no
z, = e L e county until 1856. The location

gl /,Z:' t i L5 corresponds to where Oscar
5 ; ZLES S G 7 L /6/“ et tan At Call \\?as when he saw Steal

« Easy, six miles north of the
county seat site, as he says on
the return trip. With the

/Z/M Lt s of e Day 7{;,_4% D . inhabitants of ‘‘County Seat'
stuck with such a mediocre

éa/i é/ }Zz e W% : name, more than likely they

fy?* ﬂ@:féc -éﬂ_l—ff'}?/?/r ;

~

took to calling themselves Steal

e ; 44//54 e [’LJIM_/’ Zﬂ—; ?f;_, /é ?r::éé.if only to quicken their

After leaving Steal Easy. he

% x ’ ,- /_.? &2
: Ry 7 ﬁ’;// j £M i&w7 AP ISES camped on Antelope Creek at
,_ < — ; ! Halls, home of John M. Hall and
. gk founder of Hall, Texas. It had
J : / e ; only been one year before that
i ; : %4-7 %w&jge_%
usually welcome to camp nearby
: ; and ‘‘steal’ a few ears of corn
BURNET COUNTY ELECTION RETURNS FOR 1856, from the Texas State Archives in Austin,  f{rom the field.

Mr. Hall had settled on hisland
and a traveler passing through
substantiates Oscar Call’s diary account of an election in that year in Marble Falls. Camp Colorado was founded

was more than welcome. Visit-
ors tothese frontier farms were

See THE DIARY page 4-C
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in 1856 on the Mukewater or
Makewater Creek in Coleman
County, six miles north of the
Colorado River. Because of
sickness at that location, it
was moved 20 miles north in
July of 1857. Oscar Call stayed
in the area for only a few days,
doing some hunting for antelope
and exploring the area. The fort
was another link in the chain of
forts that stretched across the
western frontier. Two months
before he had been on the Brazos
frontier, now he was on the
Colorado frontier.

20th Stopped to noon on the
San Saba at the county site.
supposed that we travelled
thirty-five miles yesterday and
ten or eleven today. Started at
3 and crossed the San Saba at a
very good ford 6 miles above
Steal Easy and presently we
struck Wallace Creek road
about three miles above
McAmellys creek crossed
Simpsens creek before sun set.
and went up to Watts where we
staid to night. Found them very
clever people at home as wellas

abroad, learned that Bowere left.

here today for Hamilton via
Wallace Creek. Left Watts this
morning at 8 0’Clock and took
the old road towards the salt

Marble Falls, Texas
July 26, 1973

works over a rough and rocky
country. Stopped to noon at
Cherokee Creek. Took cold
last night and feel musty and
chilly today, head ache and
very warm warm weather for
travelling . . .

22nd Started at anearly hour
this morning and at 1 O'Clock
reached the Lelano where we
stopped for dinner. Mounted at
2 and rode on to the river where
we took a wash and got some
splendid water at Lelano. Rode
into Hamilton at dusk. found
everything in time.

23 Staid in town all day and
went to preaching this evening,
heard a first rate discourse
from Strickeland.

24 in town

25 meeting

26 "

27 " i . ;

28 in town yet, had a very
good rain on the evening of the
29th of August which is the

_second which has fell for three

months.

30th cool and pleasant staid
in town nearly all day G

31 Sunday. The last day of
summer. Cool, cloudy and
pleasant this morning. All quiet
and still in town today, Very
different from the Sundays two
years ago. in place of the roll-
ing and rattling of tin (jars),
the clatter of dozens of drunken
wretches with (word illegible)

and quilts all in (word illegible)
. . . No more is the soul in-
spiring sound of the morning
golution of the members of the
Lone Star greet our ears as we
take our morning walks at (word
illegible).

September 1 first day of
Autum. Cool and Cloudy. Not
much like the September in the
frozen North.

Once back in Burnet (Hamil-
ton), he records his stay for
two more weeks before the
diary ends. The discourse
from Strickeland was very
popular at the time. Isaac
Strickeland had been a founding
father of Texas Methodism who
died at an early age in 1839
and, according to A History of
Methodism in Texas, he was one
of the denomination's greatest
missionaries.

The next to the last ent
very difficult to read and
harder tounderstand. He st
to be praising the improver
the city had made in just ¢
years, but he also seems 1
making funof certain group:
organizations. e

The closing entry is befii
to a wanderer like Oscar C
From simple thoughts of
weather, his ever searc!
mind quickly drifts to fa
lands that summon men
women who search for exc.
ment.

Twentieth century manc
Oscar Call a great debt.
only does his writing enter
us with its humorous epist
and honest style, but it
reminds us of how." much
early Texans loved the
and thus encourages us t
the same. -

THE PAGE FROM THE DIARY WHERE Oscar Call writ:

name and address.
County, Texas’’.

“‘Oscar Call, Hamilton Valley, E



