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Los Brazos De Dios

Texas has a great diversity of waterways. We aren’t just the state of “perpetual drought”. The state has thirty-eight major rivers, and various tributaries feeding those rivers. All these add up to over 80,000 miles of waterway.

The diversity of rivers, meaning the different geographical land forms in which the rivers traverse, can probably be attributed to the size of the state. Our rivers wend through the arid regions of West Texas, add to the majesty of the Hill Country, provide a peaceful respite within the humid Piney Woods of East Texas, and finally traverse the coastal regions before dumping into the Gulf of Mexico.

The Brazos is the eleventh longest river in the United States. Its source is located just west of Clovis, New Mexico. From there it flows through Texas, eventually emptying into the Gulf near Freeport. The total length is 1,280 miles. Eighth hundred and forty miles of it is in Texas, making it the longest river in Texas.
With a river basin encompassing over 44,620 square miles (including both Texas and New Mexico), the Brazos is a major source of water. Nineteen reservoirs depend upon it. Three dams along the river form Possum Kingdom Lake, Lake Granbury, and Lake Whitney. It was the building of the dam at Granbury in the 1950s that caused the author John Graves to write the book “Goodbye to a River”.
The Brazos flows through Milam County, along with one of its tributaries, the Little River. The river moves sluggishly through our county. 
The Brazos is steeped in history. Native American tribes lived along the river as early as 300 B.C. The Waco, Karankara and the Caddo are three of the tribes that relied upon the river. The Caddoes called it the “Tokonohono”.

Early European explorers often confused the Brazos and Colorado rivers. However, the Brazos finally received its own name, which is a shortened version of “Los Brazos de Dios”, or the “arms of God”. 

Different stories tell how the river got its name, all involving thirsty Europeans coming upon the river in desperate straights.
One version recounts the exploration party of Francisco Vázquez de Coronado being led to the river by Indians after wandering around the Llano Estacado. Another story depicts parched Spanish sailors following a muddy current to the mouth of the Brazos. Or, there’s the tale of Spanish miners driven from their San Saba homes from a drought in the 1760s saved by the Waco Indians, who led them to the Brazos.

Members of the Old Three Hundred made the first permanent settlement on the river, San Felipe de Austin. The town became the colonial capital of Texas. 
The town of Velasco, which sat along the river’s shores, was the site of the first colonial resistance to Mexican authority. Finally, we all know about Washington-on-the-Brazos, where the Texas Declaration of Independence was signed in 1836. 
During the Revolution the Brazos was the scene of a battle between the Texas and Mexican navies. The Texas ship “Independence” was defeated.

Before the Civil War large cotton and sugar plantations were watered by the river. The Brazos was a perfect spot for these plantations because it was possible from Washington on the Brazos to navigate barges the 250 miles down to the Gulf of Mexico.
In the early 1900s the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers tried to widen and deepen the river with a series of locks to make it navigable up to Waco. A major flood finally ended that dream.
One interesting tidbit is that the Brazos appears in many prison songs because at one time nearly every prison in Texas was near the Brazos.
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