
Texas Treasure 
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ISITORS MAKING A STOP in Bandem will likely agree ‘ f  with the town’s claim as the ”Cowboy Capital of the 
World.” Cowboys frequent the shops, restaurants and 

bars just as they still roam the mesquite-shaded ranch land 
in surrounding hills. And from Memoria1 Day through Labor 
Day, rodeos shake up the town several times a week. It’s obvi- 
ous that Bandera embraces its cowboy heritage. 

Although visitors can soak up the Old West and grasp 
an idea of the way things were simply by wandering around 
town, they can also delve into its more captivating details by 
visiting the Frontier Times Museum. 

Tucked away in a simple fieldstone building on an unas- 
suming comer a block from the county courthouse, the 
museum seems hardly equipped to tell a cowboy story. Yet, 
one step through its doors reveals a cavern of pioneer objects 
worthy of an impromptu scavenger hunt. It’s easy to feel 
overwhelmed at first with over 40,000 artifacts to examine; 
many are found lying or hanging inches - even millimeters 
- apart from each other. 

Perhaps the best approach to the museum is to ask for 
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guidance from the staK Jane Graham, the museum dire& 
tor, holds an encyclopedic knowledge of the vast collection, 
which includes objects dating from prehistoric times to 20th- 
century nostalgia. Depending on a visitor‘s attention span, a 
typical stay can occupy anywhere from 15 minutes to we? 
over an hour. 

THE MUSEUM, NATURALLY, PAYS HOMAGE to cowboys 
and wranglers at the Rodeo Hall of Fame display, with 
inductee “Toots” Mansfield as the centerpiece. In keeping 
with the cowboy theme, Graham {who says that Bandera has 
more champions in the hall of fame than any other town) 
may direct guests’ attention to the museum’s fine display of 
saddles and ranching equipment. 

Adjacent to the hall of fame display, an extensive selection 
of barbed wire graces the wall. Each wire is twisted different- 
ly into a unique design and neatly mounted on a backdrop. 

The museum also retraces the founding efforts of 
Bandera’s Polish settlers, including those of Amasa Clark, the 
first permanent settler. (Several of Clark‘s descendents still 



reside in the area.) Due to the fact the settlers estabhhed a 
cypress shingle camp here in 1852, a shingle shaver resides in 
the same room as the barbed wire collection and Rodeo Hall 
of Fame display. It helps guests envision the labor settlers 
exerted to transform cypress trees growing along the Medina 
River into suitable roofing material. 

Not too far from the shingle shaver i s  a wheeled contrap- 
tion that turns out to be a com planter. Visitors can study the 
wooden structure and figure out how settlers operated the 
planter: When pushed so as to make its wheel turn, a wooden 
beam dropped to the ground, makhg indentations in the 
earth while a dispenser released kernels into the holes. 

Like us, settlers sought relief from toothaches, too. A 
traveling dentist chair sits to one side 
of the same room, testifying to the [act 
that in those days, the dentist went to 
the patients. Dr. J. Greer, who owned 
the chair, traveled among Bandera, 
Medina and other towns in the area and 
stayed for about a week at a time to 
treat townspeople. 

A story about life in the Old West, 
however, remains incomplete without 
mention of at least one law-breaking 
feat. In the back room amidst a gallery 
of paintings, visitors will find an intact 
Mosler “Cannonball” sale made in the 
latc 1800s. Only a reading of‘ thc place 
card reveals that the safe was not as 
solid and firin as it is today. Rack in 
1930, when still in use at Bandera’s 
First National Bank, bank robbers blew 
open the safe and made off with $4,000. 
Although authorities captured two of 
the four culprits, they never recovered 
the money. The safe was later restored 
to its current state. 

THOUGH tT BILLS ITSELF as “A 
Monument to Pioneer Days,” the muse- 
um looks beyond and before pioneering 
times. The building itself holds history 
in its walls, both figuratively and liter- 
ally. 

Built in 3 933 by Hough LeStourgeon 
and his company under the direction of 
the museum’s founder and owner J. Mar- 
vin Hunter, Sr., the building is con- 
structed of jagged stones gathered from 
nearby fields and rivers. Sharp-eyed 
guests can spot petrified wood, fossils 
and more embedded in the walls. 

Indian artifacts hint at the strong 
presence of Native Americans (par- 
ticularly the Apache and Comanche 
tribcs) who lived in the Hill Country, 
and are an important component of the 
museum’s collection. An Indian head- 
dress and a bedroll are just a few relics 
available for viewing. A stroll to one of 
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the museum firepiaces also uncovers Ilint arrowheads built 
into the fircpplace and mantle. 

CLOSE-UPS OF TEXAS WILDLIFE ABOUND in the museum: 
a diamondback rattlesnake, a horned toad and more have 
been stuffed and preserved for visitors’ viewing pleasure. 
Alligator: eggs, a Mastodon tooth, buffdo skull and slirunken 
zorro (wild dog) head are only a few of the remnants that live 
on within the musecIm walls. 

Many of the more exotic items came to thc museum by 
way of contributors, including Louisa Gordon and Charles 
E. Fagan. Both Cordon and Fagan traveled the world for 
these treasures. At one end of the museum’s largest rooin, a 
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Burmese gong, reincarnation plate from India and 400 rare 
bells (including a Russian sleigh bell and Tibetan pearl bell) 
rest side by side. 

A low, squat rocking chair sits in one corner by the fire- 
place. The chair, believed to be a royal birthing chair, is hand- 
carved in Italian walnut and is over 700 years old. A visitor 
who looks downward, sideways or upward is bound to find 
something intriguing in this section. 

BANDERA RESIDENTS, young and old, develop a morbid 
fascination with h e  museum's more notorious objects, and 
visitors no doubt will follow their lead. 

For instance, the shrunken head of an 18-year-old Jibaro 
girl from South America resides under the staffs watcldul 
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eyes. Stolen several years ago but later 
recovered, the head now remains no 
farther than an a m ' s  length away Erom 
the front desk. The girl i s  believed to 
be the victim of a feud between head- 
hunter tribes in Ecuador who prized 
trophy heads. Her victors removed her 
skull and bones, then repeatedly filled 
her head with hot sand until it shrank 
to a suitable size. 

What other bizarre items lurk in the 
location? Hint: Two is an odd number 
at this museum. For across a narrow 
walkway, close to the shrunken head, 
stands a baby goat with two faces. Bom 
in 1930 on a Bandera ranch, the goat 
is meticulously preserved and mounted 
in its own glass case. The staff also will 
point out the two dressed fleas which 
require a magnifying glass (graciously 
supplied by the museum staff) to distin- 
guish the details. 

Where else can you find an Incan 
skull, a chuckwagon built by Sam 
Houston's nephew, an old Edison pho- 
nograph and a Manchurian bell under 
one roof? Frontier Times Museum looks 
inward to i t s  small town frontier mots 
and ends up looking outward at the 
world's treasures. 
- story and photos by Joanne Liu 

The Frontier Tmes Museum is open 
10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Monday through 
Saturday (except on Thanksgiving 
Day, Christmas Day and Easter). 
For more information, logon www. 
FrontierTimesMuseum.com or call 
(830) 796-3864. 


