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QUANAH PARKER'S NARROW ESCAPE

By Ronnie Tyler*

For years hostile Comanche and Kiowa Indians raided n
the staked plains of north Texas, capturing livestock wherever

they could and spreading terror among the unprepared settlers
They fought to keep the white hunter from the buffalo, to keep
the white rancher from the land. But in 1874-75, after General
Ranaid S. MacKenzie had destroyed native resistance, the
government placed the Indians on a reservation, and by 1886
difficulties between white men and Indians had diminished
considerably.'

Because of the work of a few influential men, border tension
had been reduced. One such person was the Quahadi (fror
Kwahadi) Comanche chief Quanah Parker, who once had beenthe leader of one of the most feared tribes in the Southwest.
From the moment of his surrender in 1875, however, Quanah
had adopted civilized habits and become one of the most re-
spected figures on the Kiowa, Comanche, and Wichita reserve
tion.2

Although the Comanches did not adopt the Anglo-American
culture as readily as their chief, no serious problems appeared
likely as long as he maintained their respect and coaxed thern
toward civilization. At Quanah's suggestion, for example, the
Indians raised livestock and leased large tracts of reservation
land to Texas cattlemen.'

Because of his position, Quanah frequently visited Fort
Worth representing the Conanches in various enterprises. He
became close friends with such famous cattlemen at W. T. W8g-
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Samuel B. Burnett, and Cal Suggs, and thoroughly en-
jy his tripe to "Cow Town." To Waggoner and his brother,

N meetings were opportunities to influence the chief, andd. lavished gifts upon him: a $1,000 carriage, fine suits, and
etrtainrnent. It was such[ a trip, however, that ended in grief

and almost the death of Quanah.t

Quanah arrived in Fort Worth on Saturday, December 19,
I15, accompanied by his uncle, Yellow Bear.' In addition to

purchasing wire and fencing material for their pastures, the In-

diens planned to discuns overdue rent from leased reservation
land with Captain J. Ie Hall, agent for the Kiowas, Coman-
ches, and Wichitas. After the pair registered at the most mod-
ern hotel in the city, '"Ihe Pickwick," Yellow Bear retired and
Quanah left with George W. Briggs, the foreman of the Wag-

goner ranch.6

When he returned in approximately two hours, Quanah no-ticed nothing unusual. He went to bed, but apparently did not
shut off the valve on the gas light completely, for after a short

time coal gas fumes awakened him. Not realizing that gas was

dangerous, he pulled the cover over his head and fell asleep. He
became so sick, however, that he awoke again and aronse1 his

s Tilghnan. Quna,. pp. 128-129: Interview with George W. Briggs.
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uncle, only to find that he too was ill. Both men were2
unconsciousr

Fate and circumsetances combined to prevent anyone frorn
discovering the pair until Sunday afternoon, almost thirteen

hours after Quanah had turned off the flame. One of the boarders,
awakened by gas fures, reported a leak at approximately 6 a.r.,
But the night janitor, T. B. Ellis, made a cursory search and
found nothing. He failed to check the contaminated room, how.

ever, because Captain G. C. Hudgins, the hotel owner, had lived

there, and he did not know the captain had moved. When
Quanah and Yellow Bear did not come down for breakfast,
another employee checked on them. Looking through the key.
hole, he saw the unconscious Yellow Bear, but unfortunately

assumed that the red man was sleeping off a drunken spree.

Captain Hudgins finally became suspicious when the two did
not appear for lunch. He opened the room and found them both

on the floor-Yellow Bear, crouched near the bed, appeared
dead, but Quanah had fallen near a window and was still gap.
ing for breaths

The situation was potentially explosive: If both men died,
the Comanches might not understand that it was an accident.

Hudgins immediately summoned two nearby doctors, Hays W.

Moore and Elias J. Ball, and moved the braves out into the
street for fresh air. Yellow Bear did not recover, but after giving
a few hypodermic injections, the doctors pronounced Quanahout of danger. Captain Hall took Yellow Bear's body to Fakes
and Company. A hastily assembled coroner's jury, directed by
Justice of the Peace J. F. Zinn, ruled that Yellow Bear died
"by inhalation of gas" because someone "failed to turn off the

gas" and blew out the light.'
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13. 1885. p. 1: Porr Worth Frening Mail. Dec. 21. 1885. P. 1: Dec.
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Still there was danger that the Comnanches would misunder-

tltt. Quanah had been a friend of the white man for almost

ta years, and many of the more radical band chiefs had begun

o distrust his leadership. They accused him of working hand-in-

glove with the ranchers. Tabananeka, an equally important chief,

fn disagreed with his policy. After hearing various prophecies

of a return to former greatness, several other Indiana had be-

txedissatisfied on the reservation and began to gather around

a rabble-rousing Kiowa chief, Sun Boy, who encouraged insub-

ordination to the agent. Of them, Quanah wrote, "it seems to

rnake no difference what I start to do, some of the Kiowas or

Tabanaca sic] object ... to it." When Quanah revived the fol-
lowing day, he too feared that his tribesmen would not believe

him, and requested that a copy of the inquest-with a mammoth
see--be sent to the Indian agency for display. According to
Briggs, the chief also got a lawyer and took depositions from
those who knew about the incident.t

On Tuesday, Hall, Captain E. F. Ikard, and Burnett accom-
panied Quanah to Harrold, Texas, the northernmost terminal of
the Fort Worth and Denver Railroad. Still fearing for the chie'
health, the agent left him in the care of Doctor N. B. Gearhart,
and returned to Fort Worth. Messengers had already notified
the relatives of Yellow Bear in the Indian Territory of the
tragedy.1

A group of only twenty-five to fifty Indians met the dead
brave at Harrold, although several sources stipulated a much

tQuanah Parker to Captain J. Me Hall, July 9. 1885. in the Quanah
Pakrpapers Indian Archives, Oklahoma Historieal Society; U. S.

Conzrenn House. Report of the Commissioner of Indian Altairm 40th
tone.. 2nd mess., H. 1F. D. No. 1. Ptl. 5. p. 34o ; Dora Neill Raymond.

r"if Lee Hall of Teiras (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press.
10)"PP. 239-242; Port Worth Daily Gazelle, Dec. 22, 1885. P. 5; Dec.
2885; P. 8: Port Worth Evening MDail. Dec. 21. 1885, p. 1; The Gal-

Loe Daily News. Dec. 21. 1885, p. 1; The Son. Antonio Daily EFrpress.
• 23885. p. 1: Interview with George W. Briggs.

p. The Dallas Morning News, Dec. 21, 1885, p. 3; Dec. 23. 1885.

2. F.ort Worrh Daily Gaserre, Dec. 22, 1885, p. 5: Dec. 23, 1885. pp.

Corp: 1) 24." 1885, p. 8; Port WVorth Evening Mail. Dec. 22, 1885. p. 1;
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186 The Chronicles of Oklahoma

larger number.' 2 Because of respect for Yellow Bear, the group
including several Trndinn women, observed some of their mour
ing customs, and residents of the village heard wailing and mourn.

ing while the Indians were still a long distance from town. Th

Comanches loaded the body in a wagon and took it to
Mound for a traditional burial."

Quanah undoubtedly was relieved when he saw that the

Comanches apparently accepted his version of the accident.
Still he elected to spend the night at the Indian headquarters
where he revealed his newly acquired respect for gas lamps by
leaving the light on all night. Emerging from his room the next
morning, he was dressed in the full regalia of a chief and returned
to the reservation in Indian Territory to accept the judgment
of his people.14

This small incident has confused historians for several

years, perhaps because of a reliance upon personal interviews
made decades later, rather than upon written, factual accounts.'$

Quanah's original biographer, for example, cited the date as 1886,
while the chief was in Fort Worth for the Fat Stock Show. If
this referred to what is today the Southwestern Exposition and

Fat Stock Show, which Quanah visited frequently, it is incorrect,
because the Exposition did not begin until 1896.16 Several other

12 George W. Briggs. in hip interview, said that some 5.000 Indians
came to Harrold to escort Yellow Bear's Body back to the reservation.
Clyde L. and Grace Jackson. Qaanah Parker, pp. 132-13. cited 2.000
as the number. According to Captain Hall, there were only 4.147 Indians
on the entire reservation. U. 8. Congress. House. Report of the Cosamissioner at Indian A. affairs . .E. D. No. 1, Pt. 15. p. 309: and the Fort
Worth Daily Gazette. Dec. 22, 1885, p. 3: The Dallas Morning News.

Dec. 23. 1885. p. 1: The Galveston Daily News. Dec. 23. 1885. P. 1
Fort Worth Daily Gazette. Dec. 23, 1885. p. 2: Graham Leader, Dec. 21,

1885, p. 1.

13 Identical accounts appear in The Dallas Honing News. Dec.
1885, p. 1: Dec. 24, 1885, p. 1; and The Galveston Daily NeAes. Dee-23'
1885, p. 1; Dec. 24, 1885, p. . A copy of the first article appears in
Corps CAristi Caller, Dec. 27, 1885, p. 1. Also see the Port Worth D
Gazette, Dec. 23. 1885, p. 2; and the Graham Leader, Dec. 31, 1885. P
(dor similar reports on the arrival of the Indians. For an account of Yelo

Bear's burial, see Jonnie R. Morgan, History of Wiehita Palls (193)

pp. 84-86.

14 Raymond. Lee Hall, pp. 237-238.

Is Tilghman, Quanah, p. Ai; Clyde L. and Grace Jackson. eas

Parker, note on p. 133.

is Tilghman. Qaanah, p. 133; Oliver Knight. Port Worth. Oat .102.

the Trinity (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1953). PP- 0jf
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authors repeated this error, while still others suggested addi-

tional erroneous dates.17

There is, however, a more complex problem. Most historians

have assumed that either Quanah or Yellow Bear blew out the

light, information which does not agree with Quanah's descrip-

tion of the accident.' Before interviewing the chief, reporters
incorrectly theorized that Yellow Bear blew out the lamp. After
the interview, however, the Fort Worth Evening Mail announced
in headlines that "Quanah killed Yellow Bear." Quanah stated
that he lit the light upon entering the room, then extinguished
it when he retired.t Had Yellow Bear blown out the lamp before

he went to bed, the room probably would have been full of gas

when Quanah returned. But Yellow Bear was not a likely victim
of such an accident, because Quanah had explained how to turn

off the lamp before he left.2o The idea that Yellow Bear blew

out the flame was nothing more than the official speculation of

the coroner's jury and reporters.2t
The decision of the Comanches to support Quanah in this

incident was important, because his influence on the reservation
17 Knight, Port Worth, p. 137. cited 1878 as the date. Clyde L. Grace

Jackson cited 188% a the date of the incident. a did Zoe A. Tilghman.
8ee Grace Jackson. Cynthia Ann Parker (San Antonio: Naylor Co., 1059),

p. 121: Clyde L. and Grace Jackson, Quanah Parker. pp. 132-1.33: and

Tilghman. QuanaA, p. 13.4. Jonnie R. 'Morgan. Wichita Fans, pp. 84.861.
cited 1901 as the approximate late. Various interview's in "Research data
Fort Worth and Tarrant County." reveal even more erroneous dates:
1882. in II. 527: 1878. in V. 1869-1870 ; the 1880's, in XI, 4050. 4083, and
XTIII. 69322-6923. B. B. Paddock. History of Teras. Port Worth and the
Northwest Tesas Edition (Chicago: The Lewis Publishing Co., 1922), IL.
Bi874: J. W. Wilbarger. Indian Depredations in Teras (Austin: Hutch-ion Printing House. 1880), pp. 344-346: and W. S. Nye. Carbine &Lance: The Story of Old Port Bill, (2nd ed.: Norman: 1'niversity of
Oklahoma Press. 1942). p. 308, all mention the incident, but give no date.

'argaret Waldraven-Johnson. The White Comanche: The Story of Cynthia
.Ann Parker and Her Son. Quanah (New York : Comet Press Books. 1956).P30. cited 1887 as the date. Raymond, Lee hall. p. 237. correctly cited

m4ber. 1885.
Is Tilghman, QuanaA, p. 183: Knight. Fort Worth, pp. 101.102: Jack-

pN- Cynthia Ann Parker, p. 121: Clyde L. and Grace Jackson. Quanah
•akr PP. 132-133; Wilbarger. Indian Depredations, pp. 399-340; Ray-

U.n ' e a11, p. 237. The account ax given in Wilbarger is slightly
tiheading. lie cited a "recent" issue of the Port Worth Daily Gazette,
2he, tok the bulk of him quote from the Port Worth Erening Mail. Dec.

9r Fort Worrh Erening Mail, Dec. 21, 18835. p. 1; Port Worth Daily0 . Dec. 21, 1885. p. 8; Dec. 22. 1885, p. 5: The Dallas Morning News,ii 18 1885, p. 3: Dec. 22, 1885. p. 3: The San Anstonio Espress, Dec. 22.

with G0' 4; A Auslin Daily 8taresman. Dec. 22, 1885, p. 1: and Interview

10 Fort Worth Daily Gazette. Dec. 22, 1885, p. 5.
It . 2latThec Dallas Mor~nng ews, Dec. 22, 1885, p. 3; Port Worth
v Mil,Dec 21, 1885M. .
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and his relationship with the Indian agents continued to isn-
prove. When, in the following year, the government established

the Indian Court at Anadarko, the agent asked Qanah to sere
as one of the first judges. Continuing in that position until Jan.
uary, 1898, he was even more influential in civilizing his tribes-
men.22 At his death in 1911, Quanah was a famous, respected,

and wealthy man.

22 Tilghman, Osanak, pp. 192-193.


