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  The East Texas forests are full of 
interesting places hidden from all but 
the most knowledgeable adventurers 
and explorers. One of these places long 
hidden from memory is the site of the 
short-lived Mexican Fort Terán. 
Most East Texans, if they have heard of the fort 
at all, know of it through the mysterious legends 
of lost Spanish and Mexican gold and sunken 
cannons or they have been confused by a defaced 
historical marker moved fifty years ago at the 
whim of modern convenience. While the steady 
march of time has ensured that the full story of 
the fort may never be completely known, the fact 
of its onetime existence and its place within the 
larger story of Texas history is as important as it is 
interesting.
  Located more than seven miles from a paved 
road, the physical place of Fort Terán is more 
isolated today than it was 180 years ago. A twenty-
first century visitor struggles to imagine the world 
of 1831, when government officials established 
the military post to check the increasing 
Americanization of Mexican Texas. The most 
interesting realization is that Fort Terán served as a 
border patrol not on the Rio Grande River, but on 
the Neches River. It was manned not by American 

citizens trying to keep out illegal immigrants from 
Mexico, but by Mexican citizens trying to keep 
out illegal immigrants from the United States.
  Remotely situated near the junction of 
Angelina, Jasper, and Tyler counties, the dominant 
feature of the place remains the Neches River, 
which flows here predominately from west to east, 
exposing numerous rock outcroppings. The river 
cuts through an area geographically known as 
the Kisatchie Wold, a ridge of sandstone pushed 
upward by underlying sands and shales, extending 
from the Mississippi River floodplain to the Rio 
Grande valley, roughly parallel to the Gulf of 
Mexico. The eastward deflection of the Neches 
River remains one of the most distinguishing 
influences of the formation in the state.
  At a distinctive spot where the river bed 
becomes mostly flat rock, at a sharp bend created 
by a fully exposed rock ridge less than half a mile 
below the mouth of Shawnee Creek, the remains 
of an old buffalo crossing can still be observed. 
Gradual sloping banks, especially on the river’s 
right bank (when facing downstream), in present 
Tyler County, indicate the crossing. Nearby, on 
the river’s left bank, in present Jasper County, is an 
area still referenced as an ancient salt lick or saline. 
As long as people can remember, mostly only 
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palmetto and haw bushes have grown in the 
open flat there, surrounded on two sides by 
plantation pines. Migrating herds of animals 
benefitted from the salty floodplain (two 
nearby upriver streams are named Saline and 
Little Saline creeks), and the flat, hard rock 
riverbed provided sure footing at low water.1

  Native Americans also used the crossing, 
followed later by Europeans, Mexicans, and 
Americans. By 1830 several roads, or traces, 
crossed here. The old Spanish Nacogdoches-
to-Orcoquisac Road connected Nacogdoches 
to Indian tribes, missions, and presidios along 
the east bank of the Trinity River and down 
to the coast. Residents of Indian villages along 
the Sabine River, as well as settlers at Bevil 
(present day Jasper), also used the crossing, 
traveling routes with names such as Alabama 
Trace and Coushatta Trace. Here, at this once 
strategic river crossing, Fort Terán was built by 
a government fearful of losing its territory not 
to an invading army, but to immigrants from 
America seeking a better life in Texas.
  Much of Texas’ history, especially East 
Texas, has been the story of people and spaces 
at the margins. For centuries Texas has been 

a borderland, a crossroads of cultures and 
empires. Along with a host of both native 
and immigrant Indian tribes, Spaniards, 
Frenchmen, Mexicans, and Americans have 
met here and at various times called the land 
theirs. Diverse frontiers came together in Texas, 
but they rarely merged.2

  In 1821, following ten years of bloody 
revolution, Mexico won its independence from 
Spain. It was ill-equipped to govern a vast 
territory that stretched over much of what is 
now the western United States, including the 
states of California, Arizona, New Mexico, 
Texas, Nevada, Utah, much of Colorado, and 
parts of Oklahoma, Kansas, and Wyoming. 
Spain’s three centuries of absolute colonial 
control had taken much from the New World, 
draining New Spain’s natural resources and 
depriving her colonies of the experience of self 
government. Mexico’s decade of revolution 
depleted what little finances remained, erased 
a large portion of its workforce, and instilled 
a military tradition characterized by continual 
political turmoil, coups and counter coups.

Site of Nacogdoches-Orcoquisac 
Road crossing of the Neches 
River, looking upriver in June 
2011. Note the hard rock shallow 
stream bed which forms a shelf 
and, to the far left, a concrete 
boat ramp on the Tyler County 
side of the river, believed to be 
in the bed of the old road. When 
Nicolas De Lafora crossed here 
rather uneventfully in October 
1767, traveling with the Marques 
de Rubí tour of inspection, 
he described the Neches as 
flowing “east in a very deep bed 
although there is little water.” 
Near this crossing the Mexican 
Army established Fort Terán 
in 1831. Photograph by Jonathan 
Gerland.
 

Fort Terán:
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  By contrast, Mexico’s northern neighbor, 
the United States, was prospering and 
advancing rapidly across the North American 
continent. While Spain had been reluctant to 
open its sparsely settled northern territories 
to foreigners, Mexico realized that Texas 
especially, if it was to be held, had to be 
populated quickly, and if not with its own 
citizens, then with legal immigrants and 
colonists  from elsewhere.
  Already many Americans had drifted 
into East Texas and settled there, despite laws 
prohibiting them. Mexican officials seemed 
resigned to the hope that by giving these 
settlers legal status and titles to land they 
would be loyal to the Mexican government. 
Future settlement would be administered 
through an orderly immigration-colonization 
policy.
  Mexico’s colonization laws of the 1820’s 
were extremely generous to foreigners. They 
provided cheap land (31 times cheaper than 
in the U.S.) with few restrictions, payable over 
time, and exemption from most taxation for 
four years. Colonists only had to be willing 
to become Mexican citizens (implying a 
profession of Catholicism) and were expected 
to be industrious and help defend the frontier 

against hostile Indians. With such liberal 
terms, Mexico had little trouble attracting 
Americans but great difficulty assimilating 
them.
  Within a few short years Mexico doubted 
the wisdom of its policies. Americans came 
in ever increasing numbers and showed 
little inclination to respect Mexican laws 
especially when they conflicted with their 
own interests and ideas of self government. In 
December 1826 an imprudent colonization 
agent, or empresario, Haden Edwards of 
Nacogdoches, disgruntled over conflicting 
land titles, declared the independence of Texas 
and established the Republic of Fredonia, 
stretching from the Sabine River to the Rio 
Grande. The ill-advised revolt fell apart 
before Mexican forces arrived, and Edwards 
and many of his followers fled to Louisiana 
in January 1827. Although many Anglo-
Americans in Texas, including Stephen F. 
Austin, stood against this act of reckless 
aggression, Mexican fears about American 
designs for Texas were stirred to alarm.
  In defensive reaction, Mexican officials 
sent a garrison of 200 troops to Nacogdoches 
in the summer of 1827. Their main duties 
were to see that immigrants bore passports, 

This map shows the Neches 
River crossing of the old 

Nacogdoches-Orcoquisac Road, 
along with the locations of Fort 

Terán, Belt’s Ferry, and the 
historical marker, or monument, 

that was first erected in 1936 
at the site of Fort Terán, then 

moved in 1963 about half a mile 
due west to Money Hill, where 

it remains today. Also shown 
are the locations of the nearby 
natural rock outcrop ridge and 
the old salt lick, both situated 

along the Angelina-Jasper 
county line.



that they met the character requirements of 
colonization laws, and that they did not settle 
in unauthorized areas, specifically within 
50 miles of the American border. To get an 
idea of the true state of affairs in Texas, the 
President of Mexico later that year sent a 
gifted young military officer and high state 
official, General Manuel De Mier y Terán, to 
East Texas, ostensibly to lead a scientific and 
boundary expedition, but practically to assess 
the security of the frontier and recommend 
ways to better defend it. 
  Manuel De Mier y Terán, for whom Fort 
Terán is named, was born in Mexico City in 
1789. A talented and highly respected man 
of keen intellect, he graduated from Mexico 
City’s prestigious College of Mines, where 
he excelled in mathematics and engineering. 
He fought with Mexico’s revolutionary forces 
beginning in 1811, commanding artillery 
forces with distinction, and held various 
positions in the new government during 
the 1820s. He was elected in 1822 to the 
first congress, serving on the committee on 
colonization of unsettled lands, and in 1824 
became a brigadier general, serving as the 
minister of war and navy.3

  Terán’s boundary commission included 
a mineralogist, a botanist and zoologist, 
and a cartographer and artist. Terán would 
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General Manuel Mier y Terán 
(1789-1832), namesake of 
Fort Terán, was a talented, yet 
tragic Mexican patriot whose 
depression concerning the 
inevitable loss of Texas to the 
United States led to his suicide.

record many natural and cultural discoveries 
during his Texas travels, but his political and 
social observations in East Texas were most 
important to Mexico City. Writing from 
Nacogdoches in June 1828, Terán reported 
to President Victoria and other officials that 
Mexican influence diminished greatly beyond 
San Antonio “so much so that it becomes 
clear that in this town that influence is almost 
nonexistent.”4 

Canoeing the middle portion of 
the Neches River near the site of 
Fort Terán in October 2011. 
Photo by Jonathan Gerland.
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Anglo-Americans were assimilating poorly, he 
reasoned, because they outnumbered ethnic 
Mexicans more than ten to one, and the 
Mexicans of Nacogdoches were lamentably 
of “the poorest and most ignorant” class. 
This resulted in a developed disdain by 
the Americans toward Mexicans, “judging 
that our republic consists only of ignorant 
mulattoes and Indians.” Terán was incensed 
that in some settlers’ homes he and his party, 
considered to be educated, were assumed 
to be French or Spanish, “and when we 
have insisted, with some annoyance, that 
we are Mexicans they take it as the greatest 
absurdity.”5   

 
 

Furthermore, Terán noticed that the Anglo-
Americans maintained an English school in 
town and sent their children north for higher 
education, while “the poor Mexicans neither 
have the resources to create schools, nor is 
there anyone to think about improving their 
institutions and their abject condition.” 

Illegal settlers, or squatters, were everywhere, 
he discovered, and they were successful. They 
come in an “unceasing stream…the first news 
we have of them is through the discovery of 
an already cultivated property where they have 
been settled for months.” All the while the 
Anglo-Americans “grumble about the political 
disorganization of the frontier,” and the local 
Mexicans “complain of the superiority and 
better education of the colonists.” Unless 
drastic action was taken soon to diminish the 
Anglo-American influence and strengthen 
ties to the rest of Mexico, Terán warned, 
“Texas could throw the whole nation into 
revolution.”6

  Terán was called away from Nacogdoches 
in early 1829, and he left in a melancholic 
state of mind. In the midst of the latest 
coup, anarchy had erupted in Mexico City, 
beckoning the military leader who had taken 
pleasure in the brief opportunity to be in the 
natural world away from the capital. Terán 
recorded that despite various hardships he 
endured in East Texas he lamented leaving 
“the solitude of the wilderness” and the 
“eternal forests of Tejas,” where he had enjoyed 
“that tranquility so pleasing to those who love 
the sciences.” In the end Terán’s inspection 
tour of Texas proved to be more a political 
exploration than a scientific expedition, and it 
would drastically influence Texas relations for 
the remaining days of Mexican Texas.7

Another view of the 
Neches River, looking 

downriver from the 
Tyler County side of the 
old road crossing, very 

near the site of Fort 
Terán in June 2011. 

Photo by Jonathan Gerland. 

Terán was incensed that in some 
settlers’ homes he and his party, 
considered to be educated, were 
assumed to be French or Spanish
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  Terán’s reports and recommendations on 
Texas led to sweeping reforms and a new law 
of April 6, 1830, which closed the borders of 
Texas to Americans, called for an increased 
military occupation, closer trade ties with 
Mexico, and encouragement of more Mexican 
and European settlers. Shortly before this, and 
after assisting Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna 
in repulsing a Spanish invasion at Tampico, 
Terán was named commandant general of the 
Eastern Interior Provinces. This position gave 
him both military and civil authority over 
several provinces, including Texas, which he 
still feared was on the brink of falling into the 
hands of a rapidly expanding United States.
  To increase the military presence in Texas, 
Terán enlarged existing forces at Béxar (San 
Antonio), LaBahía (Goliad), and Nacogdoches 
and established six new garrisons, some with 
Aztec names: Tenoxtitlán on the middle 
Brazos River, Anáhuac in Galveston Bay at 
the mouth of the Trinity River, Lipantitlán 
on the Nueces River, Terán on the middle 
Neches River, Velasco at the mouth of the 
Brazos River, and Lavaca on the Lavaca 
River. The fortified outposts were intended to 
surround the existing settlements and guard 
all approaches to them.8 Terán hoped too 
that the safety offered by the fortified posts 
would facilitate the settlement of Mexican 
families into Texas, who in time would 
counterbalance the American population and 
influence.9 Terán actively oversaw much of the 
reforms, but interestingly, not necessarily the 
construction and operation of the fort named 
for him.
  Fort Terán’s builder and commander was 
the semi-famous Peter Ellis Bean, sort of a 
Forrest Gump character of early nineteenth 
century Mexico and Texas, who for most 
of his life brushed shoulders with nearly all 
the major public figures of both regions.10 
Bean was born of hardy pioneer stock in 
the Cumberland Mountains of Tennessee in 
1783. Seeking further adventure he left home 
on a flatboat at the age of seventeen, became 
wrecked, and found himself in Natchez, 
Mississippi, where he joined Phillip Nolan’s 
last filibustering expedition to Spanish Texas. 
In spring 1801 Bean and his companions were 
overwhelmed by a large Spanish force that 
killed Nolan and took Bean and several other 
Americans prisoners. This began a nine-year 
imprisonment, which Bean vividly recounted 
in his Memoirs, written about 1816 but later 

“corrected” and “rewritten” by Henderson 
Yoakum, who published them in 1855.11    
The account remains one of the most 
interesting and poignant prisoner narratives 
ever written, not unlike some of the adventure 
stories of Alexandre Dumas published in the 
1840s.

Peter Ellis Bean (1783-
1847), one of the most 
fascinating figures in 
Texas history during the 
first half of the nineteenth 
century, was the Mexican 
commander and builder of 
Fort Terán in 1831-1832. 

Terán recorded that despite various 
hardships he endured in East Texas 
he lamented leaving “the solitude 
of the wilderness” and the “eternal 
forests of Tejas,” where he had 
enjoyed “that tranquility so pleasing 
to those who love the sciences.”

Signature of Peter Ellis Bean, 
from a document in the East 
Texas Research Center, 
Stephen F. Austin State 
University, Nacogdoches.



This photograph shows the old 
road and ferry crossing at Terán, 
looking toward the Neches River 

at a time of high water. Fort 
Terán was located left, or west, 

of this road. 
The image is reproduced from Lou 

Ella Moseley’s Pioneer Days of Tyler 
County (Bevil Oaks: Tyler County 
Historical Society and Whitmeyer 

Printing, 1985), p. 124.
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  Bean was taken deep into the interior of 
Mexico and was held at various towns, where 
he usually attempted escape. At Chihuahua, 
he was given relative freedom and run of the 
town, which he used to be gainfully employed 
as a hatter and had romantic relations with 
several Mexican women. In 1807 he met 
U.S. General Zebulon Pike, who was briefly 
detained by Spanish forces for trespassing 
along the upper Rio Grande River. Bean was 
eventually sent to a much harsher prison in 
Acapulco, where he was shackled, starved 
and beaten, his only comfort being a white 
lizard he tamed and called “friend Bill.” 
After repeated escape attempts, Spanish 
authorities released the troublesome Bean 
from jail to fight for the Royalists, then 
besieged at Acapulco by rebel forces at the 
beginning of the Mexican revolution. At the 
first opportunity Bean deserted to the Rebels, 
aided their cause, and quickly rose to the rank 
of colonel, serving under the revolutionary 
hero, General José María Morelos.

  In late 1814 Morelos sent the resourceful 
Bean to the United States to seek American 
support for the revolution. Bean arrived 
at New Orleans just in time to fight with 

the pirate Jean Lafitte and General Andrew 
Jackson against the British at the Battle of 
New Orleans in January 1815. Victorious 
and with pledges of American support, Bean 
soon returned to Mexico, but was sent back 
to New Orleans later that year, this time 
to accompany other Mexican emissaries, 
including Juan N. Almonte, Morelos’ son. By 
the time Bean returned to Mexico, Morelos 
had been killed and the revolution stalled. 
Bean married a wealthy Mexican, Magdalena 
Falfan de los Godos, at Jalapa, Vera Cruz, but 
upon Royalist forces closing in, he left her and 
fled to the United States in 1816. He would, 
however, return to her more than once in later 
years.
  In 1817 Bean visited his old home in 
Tennessee and there married his second wife, 
Candace Midkiff, eventually having three 
children with her. The couple moved to 
Arkansas about 1820 and after Mexico won 
its independence in 1821 they journeyed 
to Texas, where Bean sought reward for 
his revolutionary services, including land. 
With his American family he settled near 
Nacogdoches, where he served as a colonel 
in the Mexican Army and as Indian Agent, 
keeping the Cherokee and other tribes neutral 
during the Fredonian Rebellion of 1826-1827. 
Bean accompanied General Terán during 
Terán’s inspection tour of East Texas in 1828, 
and he was selected to build and command 
Fort Terán in 1831.
  With orders to establish “Fuerte de Terán” 
on “the banks of the Nechas [sic.],” Colonel 
Bean, along with a detachment of twenty

Bean was eventually sent to a much harsher 
prison in Acapulco, where he was shackled, 
starved and beaten, his only comfort being a 
white lizard he tamed and called “friend Bill.”  

(continued on page 10)
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These topographic maps from 1958 and 1984 show the location of the Fort Terán historical marker at different times. The State of Texas and Tyler County erected 
the Fort Terán monument at the site of the fort in 1936 then moved it in 1963 to its present location on higher ground to protect it from the impounded waters of the 
proposed Lake Rockland, which remains only proposed today.
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Several early twentieth-century 
accounts say that cedar trees, 

“planted by the Mexicans,” 
are an indication where the 

fort once stood at Terán. These 
cedars grow just west of the 

modern concrete boat ramp at 
the site today, very near the 

Neches River.

dragoons and ten infantry previously under 
the command of Colonel José de las Piedras, 
marched from Nacogdoches in September 
1831. In addition to enforcing the Law of 
April 6, 1830, the small detachment was to 
serve as a command and communications 
point between the larger garrisons at 
Nacogdoches and Anáhuac.12 
Considering Bean’s experience as Indian 
Agent, Terán hoped the Neches River outpost 
would also help curtail the illegal entry of 
Indians from the United States, another 
increasing concern he noted during his 
inspection tour.13

  Many details concerning Fort Terán, 
including information regarding its 
construction and operation, have yet to be 
discovered in the Mexican archives.        
It is curious that, while General Terán oversaw 
the careful planning of other detachments, 
such as Anáhuac, he seems to have had very 
little involvement with the one military 
installation named for him.14 Most of the 
primary documentation concerning Fort 
Terán exists in the form of a few letters written 

An excerpt, showing the site of Teran, from Richard S. Hunt’s and Jesse F. Randel’s 1839 Map of 
Texas. Courtesy of the University of Texas Libraries online historical maps of Texas,

http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/historical/scherpf-texas-1841.jpg.
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Palmetto is the dominant plant 
growing in this large open flat 
believed to be the remnant of a 
natural salt lick northeast of and 
across the river from Fort Terán. 
Also growing are haw bushes and 
persimmons, with pines on the 
eastern perimeter and hardwoods 
on the north and west. To the 
immediate south is a mowed 
field, then the river. The old 
Nacogdoches-Orcoquisac Road 
passed through here. Photograph by 
Jonathan Gerland, June 2011.

by Colonel Piedras of Nacogdoches, not from 
the pens of Terán or Bean.
  The dominant material used in the 
construction of the fort and other buildings 
was most likely wood. Timber resources 
were abundant, and their use may help to 
explain why no remains of the structures exist 
today. Also Bean, always the entrepreneur, 
owned a couple of sawmills in and around 
Nacogdoches, and it is probable that lumber 
from one of Bean’s mills was utilized.15 Some 
stone and brick may also have been used, for 
Colonel Piedras wrote a letter in April 1832 
indicating that a bricklayer or stone mason 
was needed to complete some type 
of construction at the installation.16

  Besides overseeing construction, Peter Ellis 
Bean’s exact activities at the post also remain 
a mystery. Bean did host a certain Anglo-
American visitor for several weeks in the 
spring of 1832, George W. Smyth, who was a 
newly arrived land surveyor and would later 
sign the Texas Declaration of Independence. 
Writing in 1857, Smyth recorded: “Early in 
the year 1832 I went to Fort Terán, situated 
on the Neches in what is now Tyler County. 
Here Colonel Peter Ellis Bean was stationed 
with a few Mexican soldiers. I remained a few 
weeks under the hospitable roof of the Colonel 
and was invited to Nacogdoches to do some 
surveying. Here I remained until probably 
about the last of May or first of June.”17

  One can only imagine how Smyth 
occupied “a few weeks” at the remote outpost, 
still under construction. Given Bean’s 

preoccupation with acquiring land (he at 
times claimed more than 80,000 acres and 
sought to be himself an empressario), surveyor 
Smyth and the “hospitable” Bean undoubtedly 
discussed land affairs extensively. Bean 
had just recently talked one of his soldiers, 
Lieutenant Gavino Aranjo, into selling his 
own eleven-league grant, part of which Bean 
later located several miles west of Fort Terán.18

  Another Anglo-American with Bean 
at Fort Terán was Samuel T. Belt, a native 
of Maryland who came to Texas in 1830, 
possibly as a surveyor, in the company of 
land agent Benjamin Milam.19 Belt and 
Bean apparently knew each other as early 
as June 1831, when they served together as 
arbitrators in a court case at Nacogdoches, 
just prior to Bean marching to establish the 
frontier post.20 Sam Belt settled near the 
garrison, where he operated a river ferry 
and a trading post. The trading post surely 
benefitted from the business provided by the 
soldiers as well as by the Indian tribes in the 
area. During his inspection tour, General 
Terán identified Alabama villages within two 
miles of the Neches crossing. The Coushattas 
and Cherokees were also relatively near, with 
Billiams Creek, just downriver from Fort 
Terán, named for a Cherokee chief. The names 
of other nearby creeks, such as Shawnee and 
Biloxi, indicate these tribes’ presence as well. 
Wild game, a staple of Indian trade, was surely 
abundant. In 1828 General Terán reported 
more than 40,000 deerskins had been traded 
at Nacogdoches in only a year’s time.21
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  Just how much Americanization was 
curtailed by the existence of Fort Terán 
remains questionable. Except for the few 
soldiers stationed there (probably never 
more than 50), there is no evidence of native 
Mexicans being nearby; certainly none settled 
their families. The Anglo influence seems to 
have actually increased. Sam Belt’s business 
ventures did not fair badly, and Bean’s 
notorious opportunism leads to suspicions 
he may have engaged in contraband trading 
practices while at the post. He may have also 
tried to commercialize to his own benefit the 
nearby salt lick or saline.22 Bean, a man of 

several loyalties, 
seems to have 
bided his time at 
the fort, doing his 
duty while pursuing 
various personal 
interests, waiting 
for the next better 
prospect.23

  That opportunity came soon enough, in 
the summer of 1832, when the latest national 
political revolt spread from central Mexico to 
Texas, effectively ending the occupation of 
Fort Terán. The trouble began at Anáhuac, 
when violence erupted between the Anglo 
colonists and Mexican soldiers under the 
command of Colonel Juan Davis Bradburn. 
The soldiers were enforcing the various aspects 
of the Law of April 6, 1830, principally 

Out of these outcroppings of 
rocks and “caves” grow oaks 

(willow, water, red, and white), 
sweet gums, pine, elm, youpon, 

beauty berry, and switch cane. 
This is the upper portion of the 

north end of the outcropping 
ridge, which rises about 30 feet 
above the hardwood flat below, 

east of the mouth of Shawnee 
Creek, on the left bank of the 
Neches, facing downstream. 

A county rock crusher was 
stationed near the middle of 

the ridge for many years during 
the middle twentieth century. 

Among surnames carved into the 
sandstone rocks are Oliver and 

Havard. This area is just west of 
the salt lick, or saline. Photograph 

by Jonathan Gerland, June 2011.

the collection of new national customs. 
Complicating matters, the Anglo rebels were 
declaring in favor of the latest challenger to 
the Mexican presidency, General Santa Anna. 

In June, Colonel Piedras, the commandant 
of the Nacogdoches garrison, marched south 
with a relatively small detached force to 
reinforce Colonel Bradburn. Piedras ordered 
Colonel Bean to assemble the Shawnees, 
Alabamas, and Coushattas and they along 
with Bean and his few cavalrymen would ride 
together from Fort Terán.24

  Peter Ellis Bean’s relationship with Colonel 
Piedras was already strained. As a ranking 
officer to Bean, Piedras knew the details of 
a longstanding bigamy case against Bean 

“The Indian proposed to 
follow the fresh tracks and 
overtake what they properly 
conceived to be American 
spies, but Bean feeling 
uneasy in his situation, 
immediately left the swamp 
and returned to camp.”

Signature of Pedro Ellis Bean, 
from a document in the General 

Land Office, Austin.
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and he and Bean harbored resentment over 
disagreements about payments to Bean, 
or lack thereof, for lumber from Bean’s 
Nacogdoches sawmill. Like it or not, the two 
men were thrust together in the latest civil 
war to defend the status quo regime, the same 
served by General Terán.25

  The most thorough account concerning 
Bean’s activities during the infamous ride to 
Anáhuac comes from Mirabeau B. Lamar, 
who gathered his information from two 
individuals in 1837, one of whom was Sam 
Belt of Fort Terán. About 70 miles south of 
Terán, Piedras received news of American 
spies nearby in the Trinity River bottoms. 
Piedras sent Bean with a small party including 
an Indian to scour the swamp. While doing 
this, a tremendous rain shower developed 
that lasted only a few minutes. As soon as the 
rain ceased Bean discovered fresh horse tracks 
within a few steps of him. “To be so near a 
foe of whom he was in search and yet not see 

The author (right) with Richard Donovan at the Fort Terán 
Monument in May 2011.

A portion of José de las Piedras’ 
September 25, 1831 letter to 
Antonio Eloúza concerning 
“Fuerte de Terán.” From 
microfilm roll 144, frame 757, 
of The Bexar Archives at the 
University of Texas, courtesy 
of the East Texas Research 
Center, Stephen F. Austin State 
University, Nacogdoches.

him, being himself all the time observed and 
narrowly watched, had rather a tendency in 
conjunction with the shower to cool the ardor 
of the valiant Colonel,” wrote Lamar.26 “The 
Indian proposed to follow the fresh tracks and 
overtake what they properly conceived to be 
American spies, but Bean feeling uneasy in 
his situation, immediately left the swamp and 
returned to camp. His report satisfied Piedras 
that the American forces were between him 
and Bradburn and that he could not advance 
without encountering them or retreat without 
being pursued.”27

  In this dilemma, fearing a rebel force 
superior in numbers was at hand, Piedras 
sent out officers with a flag of truce inviting 
the Americans to a conference to amicably 
mend the difficulties. “Afterwards,” continued 
Lamar, “when it was ascertained that two or 

(continued on page 14)



14 Th e Pi n e bo u g h

three Americans only were in the swamp at 
the time Bean left it, the Indian reproached 
Bean openly before his face of cowardice, and 
Piedras had him under arrest. This created 
hostilities between them, so that when Piedras 
was afterward besieged at Nacogdoches, Bean 
refused to assist him.”28

  Disgraced, Piedras quickly made peace 
with the rebels, essentially granting them 
all their demands, including the removal 
of Bradburn, and on July 8 began his hasty 
return to Nacogdoches, where he feared a 
similar revolt. He was too late. Rebel forces 
were already organizing, and Bean, although 
unauthorized to leave his post at Terán, 
positioned himself to be in the middle of the 
turmoil among the rebels. The rebel victory in 
the Battle of Nacogdoches (August 2 and 3) 
resulted in Piedras’ capture and the expulsion 
of the Mexican Army from East Texas. Piedras 
was sent back to central Mexico, Fort Terán 
was abandoned, and Bean found a way to 
oppose Piedras without actually fighting 
(he was supposedly ill in San Augustine at 

the time of the battle). Conveniently, Bean 
could claim he did not raise arms against 
the sitting government, in case the rebellion 
was unsuccessful. For his tacit support of 
Santa Anna’s regime, Bean was given Piedras’ 
old job, replacing him as commandant of 
Nacogdoches, but now with no soldiers to 
command. Meanwhile, far away in Padilla, 
Tamaulipas, General Terán, who had become 
increasingly despondent over Santa Anna’s 
developing coup and dreading the inevitable 
loss of Texas to the Anglo-American colonists, 
committed suicide on July 3.29

  The Mexican occupation of Fort Terán 
ended shortly after it began. Soldiers occupied 
the garrison only ten months, and it is 
questionable if construction of the post was 
ever fully completed. Abandoned early in 
August 1832, at the time of Piedras’ retreat, 
Fort Terán is rarely mentioned in Mexican 
records past this time, and then only to say it 
was “completely destroyed,” along with several 
of the other posts, by 1834. As to how and by 
whom it was “destroyed” remains unknown.30 
The Mexican diplomat Juan N. Almonte, 
whom Peter Ellis Bean had escorted to the 
United States in 1815, noted in his statistical 
report on Texas in 1835 that Terán (no 
inclusion of the title “fort”) was then only a 
“small town,” having “eight or ten houses and 
most of them have been abandoned since the 
removal of the troops at that point.”31

  Almonte further noted that only ten 
persons resided in and around Terán. He of 
course did not include in this number the 
many immigrant Indian tribes who remained 
in the region. The Anglo settlers always 
feared the loyalty of these tribes, although 
the tribes were mostly peaceful. They, like the 
Anglos, were seeking new homes in Texas and 
petitioning Mexican officials for titles to the 
lands they were occupying, something officials 
considered but continually delayed. Mexico, 
through Indian Agent Peter Ellis Bean, kept 
the tribes neutral during the Fredonian 

This open tunnel is the remains of 
what used to be the front portion 

of the cave at Money Hill, in Tyler 
County, also known as Fort Terán 

County Park. Buried treasure 
seekers long ago blasted and dug 

away the face of the bluff above 
the cave. Today only about 30 

feet of the back end of the cave 
remains passable by crawling. 

The Fort Terán historical 
monument of 1936 was relocated 

to the bluff above this location 
in 1963. 

Photo May 2011 by Jonathan Gerland.  

Conveniently, Bean could 
claim he did not raise 
arms against the sitting 
government, in case the 
rebellion was unsuccessful.
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Rebellion, but Colonel Piedras sought to incite 
savage warfare against the Anglos during the 1832 
revolt, something the Anglos did not forget.32

  One accusation of Indian “treachery” in East 
Texas concerns purported activities at Fort Terán 
in 1836. During the spring of that year, news 
of the Mexican massacres of Texian forces at the 
Alamo and Goliad led to the exodus known as 
the Runaway Scrape, as Anglo settlers fled in 
haste to the safety of Louisiana, outrunning the 
advancing army of General Santa Anna. In East 

Texas the Indians were especially feared, 
and reckless rumors fueled panic and 
hysteria. Robert A. Irion, a member of 
the Nacogdoches Committee on Safety 
and Vigilance, certainly experienced 
these fears and no doubt contributed to 
the hysteria, as nearly the entire town of 
Nacogdoches evacuated. A year later, as 
the Secretary of State for the Republic of 
Texas, Irion still feared the Indians might 
unite with the Mexicans whenever a 
favorable opportunity presented itself. He 
said as much in a September 1837 letter 
to Texas’ minister to the United States, 
Memecan Hunt, explaining that “Many 
of them [Indians in Texas] were embodied 
and already [early in 1836] in the service 
of Santa Anna. A relic of that service still 
exists at Terán on the Naches [sic.], where, 
at the time of the battle of San Jacinto, 
they were employed in constructing rafts 
to facilitate the crossing of the Mexican 
Army, which was but a few days march 
therefrom.”33 The claim is puzzling 
because no other records mention the 
incident and Irion provides no further 
information.34 What was the “relic” that 
still existed at Terán? Was it rafts, or 
something else?

View of the Neches River, 
looking upriver, from below 
the entrance to the Money Hill 
cave, May 2011. 
Photo by Jonathan Gerland.

In East Texas the Indians 
were especially feared, and 
reckless rumors fueled panic 
and hysteria. Robert A. Irion, a 
member of the Nacogdoches 
Committee on Safety and 
Vigilance, certainly experienced 
these fears and no doubt 
contributed to the hysteria, 
as nearly the entire town 
of Nacogdoches evacuated.
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  Someone who might have known more 
about the supposed rafts was one of the ten 
residents living at Terán when Almonte wrote 
his statistical report in 1835, ferryman and 
trading post proprietor Samuel T. Belt. Belt 
married Helen Taylor of Bevil’s Settlement 
sometime before May 1835, and they had 
six children born to them between 1837 and 
1852. They lived at Terán until the 1840s, 
when Belt quit his commercial businesses 
and turned to farming. In 1845 Belt sold his 
interest in the land containing the site of Fort 
Terán (described in the deed as “the old camp 
station or fort known and called by the name 
Terán”) to well-known land speculator Frost 
Thorn of Nacogdoches.35 
  Thorn apparently had speculative designs 
for the area, for as early as 1837 he and 
surgeon and surveyor John Allen Veatch of 
Bevil’s Settlement pledged $5,000 each in 
binding themselves “to buy out a town on the 
Neches River at the place known as Fort Terán 
. . . and to share equally in the profits and 
embellishments arising from the sale of said 
town.” Buying out “the entire interest of S. T. 
Belt” was included in the agreement, although 
it seems nothing substantial resulted from the 
plans to develop and sell a town.36

  After Sam Belt and his family moved away 
from the river about 1845, the ferry continued 

operations under different ferrymen, at least 
intermittently, and was known as Boone’s 
Ferry during the 1870s. The Boone’s Ferry 
Post Office operated from 1871 to 1885, 
when service was transferred to Rockland, 
a new railroad town several miles to the 
east.37 The railroad effectively ended the ferry 
business at Terán primarily because the rail 
line from Beaumont to Rockland, constructed 
in the early 1880s, did not cross the Neches 
River until 1900, which necessitated a new 
ferry operation at Rockland. 

The railroad similarly further diminished the 
importance of Terán by ending the river boat 
traffic that had occasionally visited waters 
that far upriver. Most riverboat navigation of 
the Neches River diverted northward upon 

The 1936 Texas Centennial 
marker for Candace Midkiff 

Bean, the American wife of Peter 
Ellis Bean, at the Selman-Roark 
Cemetery in Linwood, Cherokee 
County, on the El Camino Real, 

Texas Highway 21. Photo by 
Jonathan Gerland, August 2011.

The few arrivals of steamboats 
at Terán before 1883 are 
perhaps remembered simply 
because they were so rare, 
usually accompanied by an all-
night dance.
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reaching the mouth of the Angelina River, far 
below Terán. As early as 1835 Juan Almonte noted 
that the Neches was generally not navigable for 
steamboats past the Angelina, “except only for 
small boats.”38 The various rock outcroppings of 
the Neches around Terán and many miles below 
prevented boat traffic during all but the wettest of 
the rainy seasons. The few arrivals of steamboats at 
Terán before 1883 are perhaps remembered simply 
because they were so rare, usually accompanied by 
an all-night dance.39

  By the end of the nineteenth century, with 
the passage of time and the movement of people 
and communities, Fort Terán was only a distant 
memory. Even the place had become difficult to 
find. A traveling correspondent for the Dallas 
Morning News noted in 1899 that “it is almost 

impossible now to locate this place, 
inasmuch as it was long ago abandoned 
and all the buildings have rotted down.”40 
With the decay of the physical structures, 
Fort Terán became known more to legend 
than to history, as the Americanization 
that General Terán once feared was 
complete. Legends of Mexican buried 
treasure and a gold-rammed cannon 
lost in the Neches came to dominate 
the identity of Fort Terán. Once known 
mostly to a few backwoodsmen of the 
area, these legends were popularized in 
the 1920s by folklorist J. Frank Dobie, 
who considered stories of buried treasure 
and lost mines to be “the typical legend of 
Texas.”41

Richard Donovan crawls out of the 
Money Hill cave in May 2011. The cave 
was possibly dug out from a dried up 
spring many years ago. Legends abound 
concerning possible purposes of the cave. 
Photo by Jonathan Gerland.

View looking out from inside the Money Hill cave, May 
2011. At the back of the cave, about 30 feet from the present 
entrance, are indications the cave passageway once forked 
to both the left and right, although these passageways are 
now filled in. Early accounts tell of these forked passageways 
opening into two rooms, one of which had a brick paved floor. 
Photo by Jonathan Gerland.
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  The Fort Terán legends tell of gold treasure 
so great it had to be left behind by Mexican 
soldiers fleeing East Texas either during the 
1832 revolts or after Santa Anna’s defeat at 
San Jacinto. Strange markings on rocks and 
trees, such as a cow’s head, a turkey track, and 
a scorpion, marked the triangular locations 
that would reveal the treasure caches.42 The 
legends are unconcerned that history shows 
very little gold ever existed in Mexican Texas. 
The native Mexicans in East Texas were much 
poorer than their Anglo fellow citizens, and 
the Mexican soldiers, even Colonel Bean, 
were notoriously poorly paid. Yet so immense 
was the treasure Spain had found in the New 
World, treasure of mythical proportions, the 
legend of gold seemed to follow wherever 
a Spaniard or a Mexican trod. Even Dobie 
sarcastically asked: “Did Santa Anna’s armies 
mark their trail with gold?”43

  Treasure hunters descended on Fort Terán, 
as well as a nearby cave (in a bluff known as 
Money Hill), where they bore numerous holes 

in the ground, blasted rock, and dredged the 
river. At least one death resulted from these 
mostly twentieth century efforts. Even the 
rock outcroppings across the river along the 
Jasper-Angelina county line were reportedly 
blasted. If any treasure was ever found, no one 
is saying.44 Yet, if lost gold ever really did exist 
at or near Fort Terán, one would think the 
resourceful and opportunistic Colonel Peter 
Ellis Bean, who lived until 1847, would have 
claimed it long ago.45

  Today Fort Terán remains a relatively 
little known Mexican garrison deep in the 
pineywoods of East Texas. It reminds us of our 
rich and diverse past that is more connected 
to our present than we might at first realize. 
Concern for immigration policies, cultural 
identity, and political confusion is ever with 
us. Nearly two centuries ago General Manuel 
Mier y Terán, as well as many others, saw 
bounty in the fertile soils, abundant waters, 
and “eternal forests of Tejas.” Perhaps Fort 
Terán’s history, more than its legends, is the 
treasure to be found “on the banks of the 
Nechas [sic.].”46

View of Money Hill from the 
Neches River in June 2011. Photo 

by Jonathan Gerland.
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