CULTURAL HISTORY

Austin's First Empresario Grant: Dividing the Land
by Neal McLain

In last month's column, | described how Stephen F. Austin obtained four Emresario Grants
from the Government of Mexico authorizing him to settle approximately 1,200 families in what
is now Texas. Three of these grants covered contiguous lands along the Gulf Coast from
Matagorda Bay to Galveston Bay, an area that came to be known as "Austin's Colony." The
fourth grant, known as "Austin's Little Colony," lies north of Old San Antonio Road.

Austin's Coloniesin 1836
Base map: Sesquicentennial Map of Texas 1836-1986 by John Davis, 1986. Annotations by Neal McLain.

Red indicates the boundaries of Austin's Colonies. Black indicates the boundaries of Brazoria County as it exists today.

The southwestern boundary of Austin's Colony follows the Lavaca River from Matagorda Bay to the river's
headwaters. The northwestern boundary approximately follows Old San Antonio Road. The northeastern boundary
follows a surveyed line between the San Jacinto and the Trinity Rivers.

Old San Antonio Road is a historic roadway running from San Antonio to Nacogdoches. It isasegment of an even
older roadway, El Camino Real (The King's Highway), running from the Rio Grande River to Natchitoches, Louisiana,
first mapped by the Spanish in the 17th Century to link missions and presidiosin Texas and Louisiana. [

Most of Old San Antonio Road is known today as State Highway 21, although the segment between the Brazos River
and Midway is designated State Highway OSR in reference to its historic name 1.
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Austin's first Empresario Grant was issued by the Mexican Government in 1823 under a
recently-enacted Colonization Law. This grant authorized him to settle 300 families along the
Gulf Coast. Austin himself, as Empresario, was responsible for surveying the individual
parcels; Baron de Bastrop, as agent for the Mexican government, was responsible for
recording land titles.

This put Austin in the position of being the first Empresario faced with the problem of actually
surveying land parcels that would meet the requirements of the law. Among other
requirements, the law specified the amounts of land that settlers were to receive, and
required that land parcels be measured in old Spanish units called vara, labor, and league.
These terms have the following meanings:

Vara is the basic unit of linear measurement. One vara equals approximately 33 inches,
although the exact value was not defined in Austin's day. In 1919, the Texas Legislature
fixed the value of one vara at 33 1/3 inches. This value was chosen to simplify conversion
to our more common (although equally archaic) English units:

3 varas = 100 inches

Labor (pronounced | bore' in Spanish, but usually pronounced | * b r in vernacular
English) is a unit of area equal to 1,000,000 square varas, or about 177.1 acres.

League (an Anglicization of the Spanish word legua) is a unit of area equal to 25 labérs or
about 4,428.4 acres.

Under the Mexican Colonization Law, each settler was eligible to receive a grant of one
league of land for use as ranchland, and one labor of land for farming, a practice that Mexico
inherited from the Spanish. Various authors describe these parcels differently:

Thomas Lloyd Miller, in his book The Public Lands of Texas, notes that "Spain, as did
Mexico, usually granted one labor of land for farming and one league for grazing." &

The Handbook of Texas states, "In exchange for a small fee, heads of families could
obtain as much as a league of grazing land and a labor of cropland.” !

James Michener, in his novel Texas, writes, " 'a labor and a league': one labor of good
riparian land, and a (square) league of land away from the river." &

As a practical matter, the labor and the league weren't necessarily separate parcels; many
grants simply lumped them together. Nevertheless, the underlying idea was clear: each
grant should include ranchland for livestock, cropland for farming, and access to water.

At the outset, Austin selected an area extending eastward from the Lavaca River. By the

time he had issued grants to 300 families, the eastern boundary of the first Empresario Grant
fell eastward of the Brazos River, approximately in the center of present Brazoria County.
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The following map of Brazoria County, prepared by the Texas General Land Office in 1947,
illustrates the boundaries of the actual grants located in (or near) the county:

Brazoria County Map showing Original Texas Land Surveys
Texas General Land Office, Austin, Texas, August 1947. Printed March 2003.

Note that most of the parcels are approximately rectangular, and that the larger parcels in the
western half of the county (part of the First Empresario Grant) are oriented with one end
abutting a source of water.
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If we zoom in on specific areas of this map, we note differences in the orientation of various
parcels with respect to water sources.

The boundaries of parcels abutting the Brazos River and Oyster Creek (streams which tend
to flow in a southerly direction) are oriented east-west and north-south.

The boundaries of parcels abutting Linneville Bayou, Cedar Lake Creek, and the western
bank of the San Bernard River (streams which tend to flow in a southeasterly direction) are
oriented at 45 degrees with respect to north, thus maximizing the number of parcels abutting
the stream.
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We see these boundaries in the orientation of our streets today. Streets in Angleton
generally run north-south and east-west. But streets in Sweeny are offset by 45 degrees.

Topographic Maps of Angleton and Sweeny, Texas
Details from USGS 7.5-minute Topographic maps for Angleton and Sweeny Quadrangles.

The boundaries of these original land grants stand today as the underlying grid to which all
subsequent land surveys have been referenced.

Next month: The Old Three Hundred in Brazoria County.
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