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Helena - a Texas Ghost Town
How many of you have driven south

from Lockhart on 183 through Luling
and then on State Highway 80, through
Nixon and on to Karnes City?  Do you
remember passing through Helena between
Nixon and Karnes City?  I didn’t.

If you do not subscribe to Dakota
Livesay’s weekly Chronicle of the Old West,
you should.  It’s free and it’s good.
http://www.chronicleoftheoldwest.com/
Each week you will receive an email with a
short story about the Old West.  Recently,

the story was about
Helena, Texas.  I read
the story with interest
and decided to do a
little research of my
own.

Helena is located at what is now the
intersection of State Highway 80 and Farm
Road 81, about 7 miles northeast of Karnes
City and 60 miles southeast of San Antonio.
Today, Helena is pretty much a ghost town,

but it once held great promise.  For many
years it was the most important city between
San Antonio and Goliad.  Helena’s location
was on the site of an old Mexican trading
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Good history of the
Butlers and life and

times in second half
19th century  Karnes

County

“IF YOU’RE LOOKING FOR
POLITICALLY CORRECT … THIS IS
NOT THE BOOK FOR YOU”   How
Spain and Texas Hispanics Saved
the American Revolution.  The
Bloodiest Battle Ever Fought On
Texas Soil... And It's Virtually
Unknown.  The Daileyville
Massacre... 5 Dead in Two
Minutes (3 Lawmen and 2
Civilians).  The Lady Outlaw That
Terrorized South Texas and
Helena.  The Truth about the
Helena Duel and Outlaws like
John Wesley Hardin.  Life In
Helena and South Texas during
the Civil War.  The Secret

Organization in Helena That May Have Been Involved in
Lincoln's Assassination.  How the Polish Colony of Panna Maria
Was Terrorized by Helena Cowboys.  How the Union Cavalry in
Helena Begged For Help... To Fight Outlaws.  How the Bloodiest
Feud In Texas Spilled Blood In Helena and Karnes County.   The
Man Who Killed Helena ... And Why He Killed It!  How Gregorio
Cortez Humiliated the Texas Rangers and Hundreds of Armed
Men.  The Ghosts of Helena Today ... Gone Wild!

From Amazon.com  - “Helena, Texas:
The Toughest Town on Earth” by Barry Harrin.
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Most of you know that Phantom and
his wife, Cherie were in a pretty

bad truck accident over the holidays.
The truck was totaled.  See below.
Cherie came away with minor injuries,

Phantom suffered a broken rib and broken vertebrae in
his neck.  He will be wearing a neck brace for about 12
weeks.  Doctors say he is lucky to be alive and not
paralyzed.  All of that said, latest report is that Phantom
is now in good spirits (other than being confined the the
house), feeling pretty good and is not in much pain.  He
will find out this coming week whether surgery on his
neck will be necessary.   Doctors say there is a 70%
chance it will not be necessary.  The prayers and best
wishes from many of you have been much appreciated.
Keep ‘em coming!

So much for making it so easy I thought I
would have a record number of readers

finding Delta Raider in the December issue.
See Santa DR circled and riding shotgun on
the stage upper right.  That’s the one I
thought everyone would find right away, but
only El Sabre, Six Goin’ South and Big
John Mesquite found him there.  The other
one, I thought, was more difficult to find.
See Delta Raider circled on the mules rump
lower right.  Not sure what it says about DR
or our readers that five of you found him
there, two of whom did not find him on the
stage - Boon Doggle, El Sabre, Six Goin’
South (with a little help), Big John
Mesquite and Hairtrigger Hayes.  All are
hereby mentioned in the dispatched.  Will
hope for more of you to find Delta Raider
this month.
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The treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 officially ended the Texas War
of Independence.  Outbreaks of bitter racism between Mexicans and

Texans, nevertheless, continued for
years.  One notable example was the
Ox Cart War.  During the 1850s, many
Mexicans and Texans made a good
living hauling freight from the Texas

port of Indianola through Helena to San Antonio and
other towns in the interior of Texas.  Because they
charged lower prices for the transportation provided,
Mexican oxcart drivers became the target of anger from
their Texan competitors.  Mexican oxcarts were destroyed,
freight was stolen and Mexican carters were wounded or
killed.  In 1857, violence erupted on a large scale and became known as the "Cart War."  The
Mexican government protested the hostilities.  Texas Governor Pease urged the Texas
legislature to take action to protect the Mexican carters and requested a special
appropriation to provide for their protection.  With little opposition, the legislators approved
the governor’s request.  When armed escorts arrived in December 1857, the Cart War was
over.

Not really a “dittie” this moth, but rather a little more about
Helena, Texas.  Helena was located on the Ox-Cart Road

between San Antonio and Goliad.  The Ox-Cart Road was known
during Spanish colonial times as La Bahia
Road.  That road was a section of the Indianola-
Chihuahua Road, which ran from Indianola on
the Texas coast, through San Antonio, to
Chihuahua in northern Mexico south of El
Paso.  The town we now know as Goliad was
named La Bahia until 1829.  In 1749, the
Presidio La Bahia and the mission it protected,
Mission Espiritu Santo, were relocated by the
Spanish from their previous sites on the
Guadalupe River to their current sites on the
San Antonio River near Goliad.  In the latter
half of the 18th Century a civil settlement, La
Bahia, developed near the presidio (or fort).
Indianola, which began life as Indian Point, was near the former site of Linnville, Texas,
which was abandoned in 1840 after the great Comanche Raid that led to the Battle of Plum
Creek.  Indianola was destroyed by hurricanes, first in 1875 and finally in 1886.  Now you
know more than you ever wanted to know about ghost towns and old roads between San
Antonio and the Texas coast.

Presidio La Bahia



Page 5

post named Alamita, which is Spanish for
“little cottonwood.”  The name was
appropriate because the location, at the
crossing of La Bahia Road and Alamita
Creek, was near a small spring in a clump
of cottonwood trees on the east side of a
bend in the San Antonio River.  After its

founding Helena experienced quick growth.
Four-horse stagecoaches passed through
town daily.  Much wagon freight and gold
bullion passed through Helena on the
Indianola-Chihuahua Road.

Helena became the first County Seat
when Karnes County was organized in
1854.  During the Civil War, Helena served
as a major stop on the "Cotton Road"
between Matamoros, Mexico, and Alleyton,
Texas.  Much cotton destined for Mexican
ports during the
war passed through
Helena.  There was
a Confederate post
office in town that
issued its own
stamps and Helena
mustered its own
company of soldiers
called the Helena
Guards.

Though some accounts of Helena stress
its gracious living, most focus on the first
syllable of the town’s name ("Hell").  In
postwar years, Karnes County was a "Bad
Man's Paradise," a refuge and hideout for
rustlers, outlaws and gunfighters from

other states.  Helena was the self-
proclaimed “Toughest Town on Earth.”

Helena was the birthplace of the so-
called "Helena Duel," in which the left
hands of two opponents were tied together
and each was given a knife with a three-
inch blade - too short to reach a vital organ
or to allow a single fatal stab.  The result
was a bloodbath that continued until one
fighter collapsed.  Crowds of spectators
watched gory and gruesome spectacle.
Many even bet on the outcome.

In its heyday, Helena had a courthouse,

a jail, three churches, a Masonic lodge, a
drugstore, a blacksmith shop, two hotels,
and several saloons and general stores.
Two newspapers were published in Helena,
the Helena Record and the Karnes County
News.  Notwithstanding these suggestions
of civility, Helena had a reputation for
shooting, fighting, stealing
and drinking far out of
proportion to its peak
population of 600.  It was
the wildest town in Texas
during particularly
turbulent times.  Helena
prospered in a setting of
outlaws and rustlers, then
died and is now pretty much a ghost town.
Why?

I found many different stories explaining
why Helena died.  One that appears to be
the basis for the story told by Dakota
Livesay in the Chronicle of the Old West,

Helena Courthouse



Page 6

is a story of murder.  On Christmas Eve
1884, at one of the bars in Helena, a
drunken cowboy shot his pistol and
accidentally killed Emmett Butler.  An
accidental killing in Helena was usually
given little notice, but Emmett was the son
of William G. “Bill” Butler, the wealthiest
rancher in the area.  When notified of his
son’s death, Butler came to town and

demanded that his son’s killer be turned
over to him.  When the town refused, Butler
left vowing to “kill the town that killed my
son.”

A year after Emmett’s death, the San
Antonio & Aransas Pass Railroad (the
“SAAP”) was laying track through Karnes
County.  Butler offered the railroad free
right-of-way across his large ranch on one
condition: that the railroad lay its tracks
seven miles southwest of Helena, which is
exactly what the railroad did.

A somewhat similar story is that Emmett
and his brother were in a saloon drinking.
They were suspects in the murder of a local
resident.  They started bragging that they

had never been arrested and an argument
ensued. When the sheriff came to break up
the argument, Emmett Butler shot and
killed the sheriff.  Emmett was then killed
by a townsman while trying to leave.

Bad blood between the sheriff and the
Butlers is the theory behind another version
of the story.  Two pistoleros rode into Helena
illegally brandishing their rifles in the
streets of Helena.  A shoot-out resulted and
both Emmett Butler and the sheriff were
killed.  Some believed Emmett purposely
tried to kill the sheriff while others say
Emmett was innocent and just in the wrong
place at the wrong time.  See more about
bad blood between the sheriff and the
Butlers on page 9.

If you are old enough, you may have seen
my favorite version on the TV show Death
Valley Days in 1969.  It was Christmas Day
1884.  Young Emmett Butler and a friend

were in Helena
celebrating in one of the
town's many saloons.
Both were drunk.  They
began waving their
pistols around.
Someone told the

sheriff, who went to disarm the boys before
they accidentally hurt someone or
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themselves.  Emmett shot the sheriff in the
chest at point-blank range.  The sheriff said,
"He's killed me.  Don't let him get away."
Emmett bolted for the door, jumped on his
horse and began to gallop out of town.   In
the 1880’s, pretty much everyone in Helena
carried a gun.  Most are reported to have
fired shots at Emmett and his friend as they
attempted to flee town.  Emmett’s father,
Bill Butler, was not noted for having a great
deal of patience or understanding.  He
ignored the fact that Emmett had committed
a cold-blooded murder.  His son was dead,
shot down in the streets of Helena.

 Accompanied by 25 armed cowboys,
Butler went to town and demanded to know
who had killed his son.  No one would, or
perhaps could, tell him because no one
knew for sure who fired the fatal shot.
That's when Butler is reported to have
uttered his notorious line, "This town killed
my son.  I'll kill this town."

Whether he uttered those words or not,
there is no doubt that Butler killed the town
of Helena.  The SAAP was building south
from San Antonio to the coast.  Helena was
the largest town in Karnes County at the
time and was the county seat.  Helena had
been raising money to ensure that the
railroad would pass through town.  Being
bypassed by the
railroad in the 19th
Century virtually
insured that a town
would wither and die.
Butler went to the
SAAP offices in San
Antonio and offered to
give the railroad right-
of-way across his
extensive ranch on the
condition that the
railroad would bypass Helena.   The SAAP
agreed.

Yet another story has much less pizzazz
and no gunfight.  The railroad demanded

that Helena pay $60,000 and and donate
right-of-way to ensure the railroad would
pass through or very near Helena.  The town
was willing to donate the right-of-way, but
either did not have or was unwilling to pay
the money.  Most residents of Helena were
confident the railroad would come through
town anyway because Helena was “too
important” to bypass.  No other town had
anywhere near as much commerce or
success as Helena.  The residents were
wrong.  The SAAP did not lay its tracks to or
through Helena and the town died.

Whatever the correct story, soon after the
railroad bypassed Helena, the Ox-Cart Trail
was abandoned,
most businesses
moved to Karnes
City.  I 1894, the
county seat was
moved from Helena
to Karnes City, as
were the jail cages
and prisoners.

Helena is actually
still there, sort of.  It
is living largely on
its past.  The old
courthouse is a museum and, where dozens
of saloons once stood, there is a single bar,
Big Daddy’s Tarbender’s, although I’ve read
reports that it may recently have closed.
Bo;; Butler may not actually have said, "This
town killed my son. I'll kill this town," but
his actions nevertheless killed the town.
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Some suggest the shooting of Emmett
Butler was not an accident or the result of
any misdeed by Emmett.  Instead, the
argument goes, the tragedy was the result of
an old feud.  Bad blood had developed
between the Butlers and the Helena Sheriff,
Juan Coe.  Emmett Butler had been
suspected of horse stealing.  He was called
before the Grand Jury on a charge of
murder in another incident.  Neither
incident resulted in formal charges.  Then
when Bill Butler was on a trail drive to

Dodge City, Kansas, Sheriff Coe and one of
his deputies went to the Butler home in
search of fugitive.  When they arrived at the
Butler home, Mrs. Butler met them at the
door.  She told them that she and some of
the Butler girls were there. The sheriff,
nevertheless, insisted on searching the
premises and went through various parts of
the house.  When he came to a room with a
closed door, he asked Mrs. Butler who was
in the room.  She told him it was one of her
girls, sick in bed.  Sheriff Coe insisted on
going in and, when he did, the girl was on
her bed, under a sheet.  The sheriff, perhaps
thinking it was the fugitive for whom they
were searching, jerked the sheet off the girl,
seriously insulting her and the entire Butler
family.  Bill Butler and his sons were
furious.  The bad blood lingered and may
have been responsible for or at least
contributed to Emmett’s death.

Helena, Texas, circa 1880
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RO’s Corner
What happens if a long gun is not cleared before it is

“discarded” on a stage?  What happens if the action of a long
gun closes as it is being discarded after shooting or after it
has been discarded?  Here is what the SASS Handbooks
say.  The red font indicates changes made last year.

SASS Shooters Handbook, ver. 20.2  April 13, 2015

Stage Conventions, p. 22

6.

Long guns will be cleared and discarded with their barrels pointed safely down range.
If the action of a long gun closes after being cleared, the shooter will, at the conclusion
of the stage, show it to be clear to the TO. No person other than the competitor may
handle the long gun prior to opening the action and showing the long gun to be clear.
Appropriate penalties will be applied if the long gun is not clear.

Safety Practices: First, Last and Always, p. 24

17. Long guns will be cleared and discarded with their barrels pointed safely
downrange. A 10- second minor safety penalty will be assessed if the firearm is not
cleared. This condition may be corrected prior to the next round being fired. If the
long gun is the last firearm used, it must be cleared prior to it leaving the shooters
hand(s) at the unloading table. This does not apply to guns shot out of sequence,
made “safe,” and then restaged. If the action of a long gun closes after being cleared,
the shooter will, at the conclusion of the stage, show it to be clear to the TO.
Appropriate penalties will be applied if it is not clear. No one other than the
competitor may handle the gun in question. See RO-I for further clarification.

Example, rifle is shot first and discarded.  The action is closed.  After shooting pistols
and shotgun, the shooter opens the action and finds spent case.  Minor safety.  Another
example, shotgun is fired last. Shooter goes to unloading table with spent case still in the
shotgun.  Before the shotgun leaves the shooter’s hand at the unloading table, the case is
cleared.  No penalty.

SASS Range Operations Basic Safety Course (Level I) Handbook

Appendix D – Pocket RO Card, p. 28

Minor safety.  Leaving empty or live rounds in magazine or carrier of the long gun in which it was
loaded after the next gun is fired, or if last gun, put down on the unloading table.

All shooters, new and experienced alike, will benefit from reading the SASS handbooks
from time-to-time.  Copies of the current Shooters Handbook and the ROI Handbook can be downloaded
from the SASS website.  http://www.sassnet.com/Shooters-Handbook-001A.php
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January Match Photos
None or our usual photographers were there for the January match - something about the weather

forecast.  My daughter , shooting her first match in more than a year, did, however, take a
few photos of our posse during the match.  You will forgive her focus on , her son and my
grandson, our friend, , shooting his first cowboy match even and yours truly, .
We hope for better weather and more photographers in February, but do appreciate taking at
least some photos to preserve the match for posterity.

and Grandpa, , shot the
Cody Dixon Working Cowboy category with a

Sharps Carbine and S&W Schofield.  Fun was
had by both.   managed, just

barely, to prevail in the category results.

 after that Varmint with on the timer

Bronco Birnbaum
flashing a little of that

black powder with
slickered Scooter on the

timer.
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and 
shooting the the
Sharps carbine
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Perfect for all your 
cowboy action and 

other shooting needs!

www.ruggedgear.com

Supplier of cowboy & vintage 
brass to meet all your 

reloading needs. 

www.starlinebrass.com

A brief note about a great experience
with Rugged Gear this month.  I bent
the axle on my cart.  In an attempt to
straighten, I needed to remove the
wheels.  I pulled the pins on each
wheel instead of pushing.  Result,
two broken pins and wheels that
would not stay on the cart.  Email

and call to Rugged Gear.  Talked to
Norm.  I explained it was my

mistake, my fault.  If I had only read
the instructions, I could have

avoided the entire problem.  Norm
said he would send replacement
parts for the wheels.  I asked how

much I owed.  Answer, nothing.  Two
days later the parts arrived.  They

installed quickly and easily.  Problem
solved.  Great customer service.

Thanks, Norm!
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Longhorn Bullets

Pricing, effective 9/1/13*

Don Herbert (Hopalong) 210-602-6994 Rick Page 210-844-9362

Caliber Weight Config. Price/500 Price/1000

.38 100 RNFP 32 64
105 FP 33 66
125 RNFP 35 70
125 FP 35 70
130 RNFP 36 72
158 RNFP 39 77
158 FP 39 77
158 SWC 39 77

.380 100 RNFP 33 65
.38-55 245 RNFP 59 117

.41 215 SWC 49 98

.44 180 RNFP 41 81
240 SWC 52 104

.44-40 200 RNFP 45 90
.45 COLT 160 RNFP 46 92

180 RNFP 41 81
200 RNFP 45 90
250 RNFP 53 106

9MM 124 RN 35 70
125 CN 35 70

40 S&W 180 FP 41 81
.45ACP 200 SWC 45 90

200 RN 45 90
230 RN 51 101

45-70 405 FPT 111 222

*Price increase because of higher cost of lead. Sorry for any inconvenience.


