CAPTAIN JACK RETURNS TO TEXAS

By Byron A. Johnson

The antifucts of Texas heritage have survived because. of serendipity and the efforts of persons
determined to preserve them for future generations. Such is thestory of an extraordinary painting held
in trust by the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum in Waco,

During the 175th anniversary of the Texas Rangers in 1998, Senior Ranger Captain Bruce Castecl
was asked to unveil a bistoric painting at the annual Texas Ranger Reunion banquet. In doing so, he
came face-to-face with bis predecessor of 150 years earlier, Captain John Coffee “Jack” Hays. Aside
Sfrom age, the two men were cerilysimilar—they were quiet, of wiry build with piercing eyes, and
possessed natural leadership skills. Both had spent their youth in Tennessee and would serve in sheriff

departments, and both left their mark on the Texas Rangers

Capuain John Coffee Hays, depicted at age 24 in the
painting now held by the TRHIF, was the best-known carly
Texas Ranger commander. Born in Tennessee in 1817, he
was the son of a War of 1812 veteran. After both parents
dicd while Hays was silla e, he trained to be a surveyor
and accompanicd crews mapping the new sate of Missssippi.
He excelled at technical decails and logistics and showed char-
acter raies that would laer prove t0 be imvaluable.

News of Texas independence actraced Hays (o the new
republic about 1837 or 1838, His father's old friend Sam
Houswn sppinied i o v Deaf” Smid'’s compa-

of| Indian war

flashing eyes could a keen observer see traces of his hid-
den energy.”

Hays learned and experimented constandly. He gained an
extensive knowledge of Indian tactics and guerilla warfare
by working closcly with Lipan Apache allies. He adopted
Samuel Colr’s new revolving pistols and a rifl, drlling his
men to fight on horseback instead of dismounting to fire as
was the custom. He carned a legendary reputation fighting
superior Comanche and Kiowa war partes a batles such as
Plum Creek and Walker's Creek. Hays' defeac of Mexican
xpedidonaryfrces inen on eakin Teasprsaed his

¢ Mexican War.

s e Si Aol s s Rl G i
dedicaion an sl emlied 103 promoion o s,
and his surveying skills won him an appointment as deputy
rcinod i g B

In 1840 ac 23, Hays was commissioned as captain of his
own ranging company. Contemporary accounts describe
him as a commanding leader and brillian strategist who
id noc ook like the stercotype of a Ranger. He was of av-
erage height, a “slender builc man...whose soft, beardless
face did not betray his martial occupation and inclina-
tion anymore chan did his black frock coat... Only in his
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/\ll:r the ourbreak of that conflce, Hays was offered a
commission as colonel of the all-volunteer First Regiment
of Texas Mounted Riflemen. His men performed as scouts,
demonstrated cavalry and guerilla tactics to young officers
such as Robert E. Lee, and conducted guerilla warfare. I
s not an exaggeration (o say that the Texas volunteers kepe
the U.S. Army from defeat or anni several occa-
sions. This did not endear them to the milicary command,
nor did cheir lack of discipline and unauthorized reprisals.
However, the Mexican War was ch be covered by
imbedded newspaper correspondents. The colorful and ir-




Courtesy of the TRHF.
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regular Texians, cheir leaders Jack Hays and Samuel Walker,

1883, after which

and their gargantuan Walker Colt pistols became frequent
newspaper copy. When the war ended, Hays unexpectedly
found himself a national celebriry.

Afier the war Colonel Hays married Susan Calvert in Se-
guin. But Texas was becoming tame, and the West beck-
oned. In 1849, Hays' fame and familiarity with the Lipan
Apaches won him an appointment as Indian Agen along the
Gila River in Arizona and New Mexico. However, the arid
and hostile land was not to his liking. Afier a few months,
the Hays family moved to San Francisco and the promising
gold ficlds of California.

Hardscrabble mining held ltle appeal to Hays, so he ran
for sheriff of San Francisco County and became a pillar of
the Gold Coast. Some time after his arrival, he became ac-
quainted with painter William Smith Jewere (1812-1873),
newly arrived from New York,

Like Hays, Jewett was young, adventurous, and an early
achiever. He had traincd at the prestgious National Acad-
emy of Design, becoming a portr et o the rich and
famous. In 1849, he caught California fever and set sail 1o
make his foreune painting the influcntial and newly
of an age and sature that warranted
prescrving his likeness for posteric. Evidently Hays commis-
sioned Jewett to paint his porcrait, not as a formal posc but in
the form of a tableau. The painting was briefly mentioned
in the December 8, 1851 issue of the Alia California news-
paper, the same publication that made Mark Twain famous.

Tn Jewett's work, Captain Jack sis dressed in buckskin on
a mountaintop. A fanciful river with ships i in the back-
ground—probably inspired hy Jewents iy withthe

Hudson River or the nearby o Bay. Despite
het s, h o s s e attempt-
ing to capuure is widely thought to be Enchanted Rock near
Fredericksburg. Captain Jack has a rifle in hand
Col pistol nearby. Small figures, which family tradition
identifics as Comanches, arc approaching in the distance.

The legend behind the painting holds thar, in 1841, Hays
was leading a survey crew or a ranging company near En-
chanted Rock. He was trapped by a party of Comanche
wartiors, variously reported as “a few” to more than 100,
Armed with only two pistols and a rifle, Hays managed to
hold chem at bay uncil he was rescued.

Unfortunately, no contemporary accouns of the incident
exist. Some historians have cast doub that this event hap-
pened, but i seems highly unlikely chat Hays, with a sur
veyor's regard for accuracy, would have commissioned o
sanciioned the painting of an entirely fictional event. The
more likely explanation, as an oral radition, “Jack Hays ac
Enchanted Rock” was enhanced in the telling and retell-
ing. The story had become a canon part of Texas Ranger
lore, and to paraphrase, when fact became legend, Jewere
chose to paint the legend
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ime, it passed 1o his descendents. Jewett went on o paint
California landscapes and famous personages and in 1869,
he returned to New York where he lter died.

Forunately, chance and exceptional advocacy meant that
the paincing would ultimately reside in Texas. Banker and
history enthusiast Bob Thornton of Dallas and wife Vera
were on a bird photography trip around Sisters, Oregon,
in May 1993. A chance meeting introduced them to Ro-
blay McMullin, 88, who was interested to learn that they
were from Texas. On a visit to McMullin's home, the
Thorntons were stunned when she showed them Jewert's
painting of Jack Hays along with a 41 caliber Wesson
ching the one in the painting. McMaullin identi-
fied herself as the widow of Jack Hay's grandson.

She was considering the future of the painting, which
had been requested by several California museums be-
cause of its Gold Rush provenance. The Thorntons

genely suggested that, instead, Captain Jack should
MeMullin uldimately decided to donate the painting and

“Texans have a good record of honoring their he-
roes.” Today, 160 years afier it was painted in Cali-
fornia, this historic picce of art belongs to the people
of Texas, thanks to McMullin and the Thortons. %

Byron A Johmson i divector of the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame
and Museun in

References:
Alsa California, San Francisco, CA, December 8, 1851,

James K. Greer, Colonel Jack Hayes: Texas Frontier Leader
and California Builder (New York: Dution, 1952; rev. ed.,
Waco: Morrison, 1974)

Edan Hughes, Arists in California, 1786-1940 (Sacra-
mento: Crocker Art Museum, 2002)

Oakland Museum of California, California, Art of the
Gold Rush exhibic (Oakland: 1998)

“Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum, Correpondence
Files: Bob and Vera Thornton and Roblay MeMilln, (Wacor
“Texas Ranger Research Cener, 1993-1996)

Robere Utley, Lone Star Justce: The Fir Century of the
Texas Rangers (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002)

Frederick Wilkins, The Highly Irregular Iregulars: Texas
Rangers in the Mexican War (Austin: Eakin Press, 1990)



	Texas Heritage Jack Hays Article 1
	Texas Heritage Jack Hays Article 2
	Texas Heritage Jack Hays Article 3

