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Fort^^eaton, a large p r i v a t e f o r t i n P r e s i d i o County, was 
//^le^fl's'^ructed i n the middle of the 19th century. I t i s located 
• ~onr'a t e r r a c e overlooking the broad f l o o d p l a i n of the Rio Grande. 
\The multi-roomed (25+) adobe compound i s arranged around an 
i n t e r i o r c o u r t y a r d X Recent excavations (Ing and Kegly, 1971) 
revealed an area at the northwest corner which v i r t u a l l y doubles 
the size of the f o r t (see attached map). This a d d i t i o n a l area 
appears t o be concentrated around another c o u r t y a r d enclosed 
by w a l l s — t h i s area had formerly been r e f e r r e d t o as the " c o r r a l 
area. Wall heights at Leaton averaged about 15 f e e t ; the mud 
roofs were supported by beams (vigas)which were covered by 
e i t h e r cedar savinos or s a p l i n g r a j a s . The f l a t r o o f s were 
drained t o the outside of the compound by mesquite gargolas. 
O r i g i n a l l y c l a y t i l e s covered most of the f l o o r s . Over the 
years these have been removed or replaced. However, i n most 
rooms the lime grout which once he l d the t i l e s i n place i s 
s t i l l v i s i b l e . I n t e r i o r w a l l s were p l a s t e r e d and whitewashed. 
Although most of the rooms had f i r e p l a c e s , most have been 
destroyed through both vandalism and misuse. Many of the 
corners of the rooms and spaces above doors have been dug i n t o 
by treasure hunters which has, over the years, c o n t r i b u t e d 
t o the collapse or i n s t a b i l i t y o f many of the w a l l s . I n 1936 
HABS d i d measured drawings and photographed the s i t e (see 
Graham, n.d.). At t h a t time most of the o r i g i n a l door and 
window framings were i n place. Now the bu l k of these o r i g i n a l 
pieces have been removed. Only one or two wooden transom 
grates remain i n place. 

A small chapel mausoleum was located c. 50 f e e t t o the n o r t h 
of the s i t e and outside the perimeter w a l l s . I t was recorded 
p h o t o g r a p h i c a l l y by HABS; h o o v e r , no above ground s t r u c t u r a l 
remains of i t are l e f t . / j l ^ * 

Occupation at the sito/has spanned many years. From i t s 
c o n s t r u c t i o n i n the i l i t s abandonment i n 1927, the 
s i t e was continuously occupied. From 1927 through 1956, various 
rooms were used s p o r a d i c a l l y as l i v i n g quarters or f o r storage. 

Photographs d a t i n g from approximately the 1930's show 
extensive renovation of the b u i l d i n g s t a k i n g place (see 
attached examples). U n f o r t u n a t e l y , no w r i t t e n documentation 
on t h i s work can be found. Local informants i n d i c a t e t h a t 
the CCC i n i t i a t e d work there i n the 30's but the extent and 
ki n d of work there was not known (Barry Hutchinson, Parks and 
W i l d l i f e , personal communication). I n 1967 the Texas Parks 
and W i l d l i f e acquired the s i t e f o r development as a State 
H i s t o r i c S i t e . A r c h e o l o g i c a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n s were c a r r i e d out 

(see c o n t i n u a t i o n sheet #1) 
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at t h i s time t o determine the a n t i q u i t y of the s i t e and t o 
gain some a d d i t i o n a l a r c h i t e c t u r a l i n f o r m a t i o n f o r 
r e s t o r a t i o n (Jelks, 1969). Following t h i s work 
m o d i f i c a t i o n s of the b u i l d i n g were undertaken. Some walls 
had large p o r t i o n s of d e t e r i o r a t e d adobe removed, other 
walls were added and c e i l i n g s were lowered (Room 7) on 
the east end t o accomodate the a i r c o n d i t i o n i n g u n i t s and 
e l e c t r i c a l workings. O f f i c e s and t o i l e t s were put i n 
Rooms 16 and 17. Walls on the west were reduced t o 
several f e e t h i gh and r e c o n s t r u c t i o n of them begun. A l l 
of t h i s work occurred p r i o r t o the time t h a t Texas Parks 
and W i l d l i f e Commission adopted a Preservation Program 
(January 1973). These i l l advised r e s t o r a t i o n p r a c t i c e s 
which were employed between 1969-1971 damaged much of the 
o r i g i n a l f a b r i c of the b u i l d i n g . I t i s f e l t at t h i s 
p o i n t t h a t complete r e c o n s t r u c t i o n i s i n d i c a t e d as opposed 
t o s t a b i l i z a t i o n . T e n t a t i v e plans f o r the development 
of the s i t e now include the f o l l o w i n g (M. Wayne B e l l , 
Head, H i s t o r i c S i t e s Branch, Parks and W i l d l i f e , personal 
communication): 

1. Reconstruction of the f o r t t o a f i n i s h e d - a s - b u i l t 
c o n d i t i o n and p a r t i a l f u r n i s h i n g of the i n t e r i o r 
space. 

2. Removal of eve r y t h i n g from the f o r t ( i . e . o f f i c e s , 
e x i s t i n g t o i l e t f a c i l i t i e s w i t h i n the s t r u c t u r e — 
Rooms 16 and 17--and supply rooms) except i n t e r p r e t i v e 
i n f o r m a t i o n . 

3. Reconstruction as a s t a b i l i z e d r u i n of the perimeter 
adobe w a l l s , d e f i n i t i o n of c o r r a l s , animal yards, 
and support s t r u c t u r e s . This w i l l be done i n an 
attempt t o give an antique p a t i n a t o the o v e r a l l s i t e . 

4. A c q u i s i t i o n of 7.7 acres on the south of the s i t e f o r e 
v i s i t o r s center and o f f i c e s . 

5. Reconstruction of the chapel mausoleum 
ar c h e o l o g i c a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n f o r exh 
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The establishment of F o r t Leaton by Ben Leaton i n 1848 as a 
fortress-home and t r a d i n g post undoubtedly was the r e s u l t of the 
numerous Apache and Comanche r a i d s which were so frequent i n the 
area. Soon a f t e r i t s establishment, the f o r t became known as a 
place of refuge and p r o t e c t i o n f o r both area residents and 
t r a v e l l e r s . Leaton however i s an enigma. The s t o r i e s o f h i s 
o r i g i n are many—none proved. Many have presumed t h a t he 
was a f r e i g h t e r on the Chihuahua-Santa Fe T r a i l before 
s e t t l i n g i n the P r e s i d i o area. Others regard him as a 
desperado, and s t i l l others say t h a t he was a member of Colonel 
A. W. Doniphans e x p e d i t i o n from E l Paso t o Chihuahua i n 1847 
(Lowry, 1969: 24-25). 

Leaton and three other men, John Burgess, L a r k i n Landrum and 
John W. Spencer, went i n t o business sometime 1847. From t h i s 
p o i n t F o r t Leaton was a f l o u r i s h i n g t r a d i n g post. A f t e r Ben 
Leaton's death i n 1851 h i s widow and her new husband (John H a l l ) 
l i v e d i n the post. I n 1861 the f o r t was acquired by John D. 
Burgess. Descendents of the Burgesses occupied the house 
from then u n t i l 1926 when the f o r t was abandoned. Sporadic 
occupation of various rooms at the f o r t went on through 1956. 
I n t e r e s t i n g l y enough, Leaton's p e r s o n a l i t y was strong enough 
to a t tach i t s e l f t o the f o r t throughout the years. I t has 
always been c a l l e d F o r t Leaton. During the middle 19th century 
the f o r t served as a post along the b o r d e r — a l t h o u g h i t was 
never an o f f i c i a l m i l i t a r y i n s t a l l a t i o n . Troops were garrisoned 
there, and detachments of U. S. s o l d i e r s and Texas Rangers used 
i t as headquarters. 

Explorers and surveyors who came t o F o r t Leaton inlcude 
Captain Jack Hays of the Texas Rangers, Samuel Maverick of 
San Antonio, who accompanied Hays on h i s mapping e x p e d i t i o n , 
L t . W i l l i a m Echols, commanding the camel troops and Major 
W i l l i a m H. Emory, i n charge of the survey p a r t y f o r the United 
States and Mexican Boundary Commission. 

Leaton--refuge, supply center and outpost--stands as a symbol 
of thspush westward during the i n i t i a l settlement of the Big 
Bend area and the e x p l o r a t i o n and development of the__sjauthwest, 
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U n t i l a few years ago the h i s t o r y o f T o r t Leaton was 
thought t o have begun as e a r l y as 1683 w i t h the establishment 
of the Mission d e l Apostal Santiago at the s i t e by the Spanish. 
T r a d i t i o n also maintained t h a t F o r t Leaton was on the s i t e of 
the 18th century Spanish p r e s i d i o known as E l F o r t i n . Because 
the State of Texas had acquired the s i t e i n 1967 and wanted t o 
re s t o r e the b u i l d i n g , a r c h e o l o g i c a l i n v e s t i g a t i o n s were begun 
i n 1969. The purpose of the i n v e s t i g a t i o n was t o secure 
a r c h i t e c t u r a l data t h a t would ensure accurate r e s t o r a t i o n , t o 
acquire a r t i f a c t s and other c u l t u r a l data f o r use as guides 
t o f u r n i s h restored rooms and t o recover e x h i b i t specimens to 
help i n t e r p r e t the s i t e t o v i s i t o r s . 

A d d i t i o n a l l y , c e r t a i n h i s t o r i c a l questions remained t o 
be answered: Was t h i s the s i t e of the 1683 mission? And the 
1755 p r e s i d i o ? Also, could one determine when the various 
p a r t s of the s u r v i v i n g w a l l s were b u i l t ? 

From these i n v e s t i g a t i o n s i t was ascertained t h a t the 
Mission Apostal Santiago (1683) was almost c e r t a i n l y not 
located at the s i t e of F o r t Leaton, nor was E l F o r t i n (1773) 
here. But t h i s i n no way demeans i t s prominence i n the 
settlement and development of the Big Bend area of Texas. 
What was found was t h a t the c o n s t r u c t i o n of the f o r t probably 
began i n the l a t e 1830's; there i s evidence of three major 
stagey of c o n s t r u c t i o n and p o s s i b l y more. 

F o r t Leaton i s one of four p r i v a t e f o r t s e s t a b l i s h e d 
along the western f r o n t i e r on the Chihuahua T r a i l (The other 
three were Cibolo, Cienega, and Las M o r i t a s ) . The f o r t 
was s t r a t e g i c a l l y located along t h i s major t r a i l which was 
estab l i s h e d i n 1839-40 and e v e n t u a l l y became a p a r t of the 
wagon road from I n d i a n o l a on the east through San Antonio 
and the Davis Mountains t o Chihuahua, Mexici 

(see c o n t i n u a t i o n sheet #2) 
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Roy Graham, 1968 
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ENTRIES IN THE NATIONAL REGISTER 

STATE TEKAS 

Date Entered 
JUN 1 8 1973 

Name 

Port L«aton 

H*7fl«ld Dugout (41 BI 52) 

Portor . U i l l i o g i Sld&oy (0 . Honry) House 

Location 

Prooldio vicinity 
Prosidio County 

BcAn Tieinity 
Brioeoo County 

Anatin 
Travis County 

Also Notified 

Hon. John G. Tower 
Hon. Lloyd M. Bontacn, Jr. 
Wm. Richard C. Kbit* 
Hon. Bnrbarc Jordn 
•MB. J. J. (Jake) ficklm 

Director, Southwest Region 

State Hlatoric Preservation Officer 
Hr. Tmatt Latiaar, Sxaeutive Director 
Taxaa State Hiatorical Survey Coanittee 
Post Offica Sax 12276 
Capitol Station 
AaatiB, Taxaa 78711 

PHR MMOTT: pel 6/22/73 


