Why Dallas stoppec growing west intoWest Dalla:
A history essay by Jim Barne3™ August 2026 (last revised"@ugust 202€
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William and lvy Coombes' square mile land clin West Dallas

Dallas pioneer settlemesn the west side of the Trinity Rivstarted inWest Dalla. The entire
county soon filled with newettlemer butthe William Coombes Survey subdied faster than
most — partly due to itsnique family situatio *, but mainly due to itglevated positic close to
town and its roads headeakst. It was the obvious western suburb of fagivgrg Dallas.
Nevertheless, forty years later thew Oak Cliff addition bypassed and eventually surpaswest
Dallas. This essay will try to explain when and wWest Dallasstopped being tl center of urban
growth on the west sidd the Trinity.

Arriving atJohn Neely Bryan's ne town on the Trinity River blufin 1842, Mabel and Chari
Gilbert looked across a milgide dense tangle of forested floodp andlistened to Indian repor
of a flood a decade before whBryan'stown site had been more than fife=tundewater.? The
floodplainforest, filled with centuries of fallen trees, fagtha sort of gigantic beaver da
impeding swiftdrainage of flood wat. The family of Mabel and Charitgilbertcrossed the
floodplain forestclimbed the escarpment where today's Belnhotel stands, ar a couple of miles
west of Bryan they built thiirst White Settler cab on the west side -- ugn the platee prairie .

A year later the Gilberts soldattabin and land claim to new arrivals from Kentudkye family
of William and Ivy Coombe$. Comanche raidewere stealingVilliam Coombe' horses, so he
planted a corral of thorny botkarc trees arour his cabin as protection.Infant deaths steed a
new familycemetery just outsideis corral—today'sVestern Heights Cemete °

At someéime now unknown, some survey party nunknownlaid out the checkerboard grid
section lines by whicthe Peters Colongranted square mile parcels to immigs William and
lvy Coombes waited until 1847 before fil anirregular claim for two adjacent half sectic” This
gave them the site of their calplus the east edge of tlescarpment facing the Trinity floodpla
with the fledglingtown of Dallas beyon
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The William Coombes Survey had been subdivided @2®iseparate owners by 18

The square mile had been divided among nine Cooffalpgisy members by the end of 18
TheTexas & Pacific Railroadbuilt its transcontinental railroad across the &t Coombes Surve
in 1873. ®parate family members started selling smallergsiex their land to othe— lots too
small forfarming or raising livestock, but intendedhouse and gardeiites for suburbal
commuters whose professions and businesses operddadias.

If Thomas L. Marsalis and John Armstrong had sthitténking of developing real estate on
west side of the Trinity Riveas early as 18, they would have seen that thelMdm Coombes
Survey was already cut into mdtean two dozen piec. So,when Marsalis and Armstror
purchased the huge site for th@ak Cliffaddition, instead of trying to buydt the alread
subdividedWest Dallagarcels two miles west of Dallas along earlierobvious pattern c
western expansion, they swerdee and half miles sout

Dallas grew quite rapidly in the 1870It was apparent that somehow tirewingcity was going
to cross the Trinity River soonahd in the William Coombes Surveyntinued to be subdivide

for development.
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On the day that the Oak CIiff Addition opened, ¢heere already four platted subdivisions in Weslid3

The first Dallas Countgubdivisiots west of the Trinity River were West Dalla. Best known
is the largeFlanders Heights Additic, platted in 1884 by Dallas’ first professionalharect Jame:
Flanders and his father-law Daniel Staffor¢ Cedar Glade Additionjust off the northeast corn
of the William Coombes Survehad also bee platted that yeat.Wright's Additior and theCollege
Park Additionwere platted prior to the openingOak Cliff. *° Samuel Armstrong arhis daughter,
Mary (Armstrong) Stevens, widow of Dr.hn H. Stevens, were subdividifand at the intersectic
of Sylvan and Fort Worth AvenuB.M. Bradford(foster parent to William Coomkb' last children)
was selling one and two acre strips in the southe@ser of the William Coombes Surv

1. West Dallasnever had astreeicar line.

Oak Cliffwas an immediate succe<Oak Cliff provided hourly commuter rail transportat and
also utilities like waterelectricity, gas, sews — service¥Vest Dalladacked.

In 1886 theTexas & Pacific Railroa promised to build a depot West Dalla, and provide
regular commuter servide nearby Dalle **; but it was freight that providgutofit to the railroad -
-- there's no evidence of thdgpot or commuter schedieverbeing established f(NVest Dallas
Plagued by far-away problerheTexas & Pacific Railroadvent into bankruptc in 18882

West Dallashad beeincluded on planned loop oOak Cliff'scommuter rail lin. The tracks
were to turn north off Jeffersat Tyler, always intended to circnorth andncludeWest Dallas?®
Furthermore asecond branch of thWest Dallas Railroadvas shown on an 88 plat climbing the
north face of the escarpment inMest Dalla. ** A steel bridge was satross the Trinil on Main
Street downtown® —the line's construction was nearly finished; butdverwent intc service. Had
it been completed, the history Wfest Dalla andOak Cliffwould have been very differen
Instead, it evaporated infimancial insolvenc.’® West Dallasnever hag commuter raway.



2. West Dalladailed to plan streets to climb the escarpme..
AsWest Dallagapidly grew, it new plans utterly failedbtprovide workable streeclimbing up
the escarpmentln 1888, William Fisher subdividehis wife's inherited land deeW.R. Fisher
Addition!” The north-south streglbok like they were drawn on a flat table witholu tslightes
regard for the steep slopeserhaps the worst subdivision plan I've eveen.
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Also during that year aftédak Cliffopenec

Terrace Groveaddition created this plat layc*®
including the escarpment west ofl&n -- individual
lots requiringmpossibly steep driveway clim.

Thirty-five years later th&essler ParlAdditionwas
deftly designed to fit similarlgifficult terrain nearby—
a masterpiece of urban developmehichfit to the
natural landscap®. No such skill planneWest Dallas

An 1893 re-plat of th&V.R. Fisher Additic ?° continued
with more street roes disregarding topograp! Most
of the failure remained permanenstreets never bui
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n the day Oak CIiff first incorporatasl a city

o

Subdivision of the William Coombes Survey areaeft\Wallas

3. West Dallagefused to merge into the nevCity of Oak CIiff.

On the B day of Octobefl890 ai election was held and a lopsided vote incorporatadwCity
of Oak Cliff a broad area whose northern boundary line waTexas & Pacific Railroa. ?* It
included much oWest Dallas A 1990 histor, The Hidden City: Oak ClIiff, Texa (page 82)
makes it sound as if a single disgruntled residenty owner Mrs. S.E. Pollard had sued and ca
that municipal incorporation to be annulled by Bistrict Court on 2% of February 1891. fact
the population o¥West Dallagose up as a mass and howled their disapprovaingbmerged int
Oak Cliff. At a big community meeting chairby Judge William Hordvith W.R. Fishe,
"unanimous" resolutions condeetthe incorporatior? They didn't want the tax burden t!
municipal services would impose. West Dallasvas going to merge, it wanted to merge with
City of Dallas— notOak Cliff. The Court annulled that firincorporation. The municipa
incorporation annulled/Vest Dalla was never part of th@ity of Oak Cliff. Thoughthere were
repeated attempt8yest Dallasiever incorporateas a separate cityl he area was n annexed into
the City of Dallasfor another fifty year:

In 1893West Dallagook its first and only step toward urban organ@atvhen itformed a West
Dallas Independent Schooldixict, and constructed a large brick schoolhoussigned by Jame
Flanders in the Flanders Heights addi). %3

Decades of surgingrowth endedn local economic meltdown in 1898nly briefly preceding
larger nation-wide financial panid¢-oreclosure and bankruptcy was widespread.mas L.
Marsalis left for New York City. Growth tempoily slowed on the west side of the Trinity Rir
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Subdivision of the William Coombes Surareaon th
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day Oak Cliff was annexed into the City alld3.

4. West Dallanever organized municipal governance or service

West Dallagefused to incorporate itself amunicipality. It hadts independerschool district,
but no public city services — muublic water supply, no garbage collectionsewer systems, r
police orfire protection, no publicly maintained streetsest lighting, etc The populact
complained that it didn't want tax— they never got services.

Despite this lack afrganized governan and basic municipal servicasevertheles on the 17
of March 1903, when the rivaity of Oak Cliflwas annexed into theity of Dallas, West Dallas
was still a growing Dallas @inty suburban district, as shown by real estdteligision on this ma|
above.
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Subdivision of West Dallas at the crest of the 1B08ity River flood— with theedge of thflood outlined in red,
except that the Dallas city enginegescribed th railroad trackas being above flood water vt of Beckley.
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5. West Dallaswvas susceptible to flooding

A series of sprinfjoods at Dallas peaked the 26" of May, at a deptbf 52.6 feet. ThiTexas
& Pacific Railroadbridge over the Trinity River wash@away. The West Commer Street road to
West Dallasvas submerged. Native John Love recalled thatraisdjatherranan emergency ra
service ferrying people across thale flood to downtown Dallas — using tisylvan bridge over
Coombes Creek as his dock. It's (cult to reconstruct the exact boundary offlood.?* What is
today the intersection of Sylvan and Seale streetdd have been underwateMost of the are
north of Coombes Creek and east of Sylflooded; everything north of érailroad was inundate
For Dallas andOak Cliffit was ascarynuisance. Fowest Dallast was a catastrophe

The 1908 flood is the highater mark folWest Dallas Since the 1842 arrival of White Settle
no flood had measured highe&nd it marked the end té/est Dallagpreeminent growtl People
who believed that the Trinity Riv floodplainforest had been cleared, that the giant floodb®
past would never return, had been mistaken. WWest Dallasubdivisions were abandon—
plated streets never paved. Investors had boughiWest Dalladand sold ou, and never
returned --like St. Louis beer baron Adolphus Bus®®> who investednstead in a big new hot
downtown. The citizens of Dallasganized to build a long new higloncrete viaduct across eve
possible future flood what we now call the Houston Street viad— whichstarted constructio
within a few years. It went tOak Cliff not toWest DallasThe population up on the escarpm
changed their neighborhood's n: to Western Height$® West Dallashad flooded and faile«
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www.7/Ladders.com/Coombes]."William Nelson Coombes: A History"; Jim Barnes; last revision %5
October 2025; and.and Ownership 1842-1908";describe the family's subdivision of the squarkemi
Dallas Morning News:Morse Stealing Best Sport of Texas Indiaris1928-07-01-- page 8: W.S. Adair.
www.7/Ladders.com/Coombes]."Mabel and Charity Gilbert's Cabin" ; Jim Barnes; 280ctober 2025.
Same as 1 above.
www.7/Ladders.com/Coombes]."The Bois D'Arc Corral" ; Jim Barnes; 31st October 2025.
www.7/Ladders.com/Coombes/."Missing Burials"; Jim Barnes; 26August 2025.
Special Certificate, No 109.0" May 1847; The Texan Emigration and Land Co.; Der@o.; from the
online records of the General Land @ffid the State of Texas (Austin); (downloaded irrdha2025.
Flanders Heights Dallas County real estate deed records; VolPéife 283; B August 1884.
Reeves and Fitzgerald8edar Glade Additiott Vol. 91; Page 108; 12of April 1884.
College Park AdditionVol. 84; Page 604; 15June 1887
Wright's Addition to West DallasVol. 86; Page 275; 12September 1887.
Dallas Morning News: 1886-Octobé®:-gage 8, West Dallas Items.
"Texas History Notebook--a blog about Texa#ths://texoso66.com/2019/08/08/texas-and-pac#ilwvay/
(accessed:*August 2026); Texas and Pacific Railwayvritten 2019).
The full circuit plan for the Dallas & Oak €IRailway can be seen on an 1891 map by MurphycfaBz:
'Official Map of City of Dallas and Suburbs', UNT Portal To Texas HistorfAug. 2026).
West Dallas Dallas County real estate deed records; Vol, Pé§es 170-171"2June 1889.
TheWest Dallas Railroadridge on Main Street is on the Sanborn Insurahaps of Dallas, 1892, Sheet 3.
This steel bridge was later moved southws®dl for the Zang Causeway.
Dallas Morning News: 1894-March 7th; page@akK Cliff Railroad ".
W.R. Fisher Homestead AdditigrDallas Co. Deed Records. Vol. 90, Page 18ayiarch 1888.
Terrace Grove AdditionVol. 99/ Page 114; 30November 1888.
Kessler Park (T Section) Plat Map Vol. 3, Pages 147-148;"April 1924; and
Kessler Park (2 Section) Plat Map Vol. 3, Pages 197-199;2&pril 1924.
W.R. Fisher Addition Revised found only on:"West Dallas"; Vol. 106, Page 170:"%June 18809.
Minutes of the 14" District Court ; Case 8638; Minute Book; Vol. Z, pages 193-195.
Dallas Daily Times Herald"4eptember 1890; page 8, col. 4*8ver the River: The question of
incorporation discussed in West Dallas"
www. 7/Ladders.com/Coombes/WDSD ptibistrict Map" ; Jim Barnes; undated (23anuary 2026).
Reconstruction of the area of the 1908 icdit because of later alterations to sea-levébcations in the
region; complicated by relocation of the TrinitwRBi channel, as well as widespread alterationsidase
elevations downtown and later along the Intersi@teonstruction channel.
A map of the flood, drain by City enger John F. Witt was printed in The Dallas Morniewvs: "Map
Prepared Under the Sanction of Engineets 7" June 1908; page.6.
Today the flood gauge of the Trinitivét at Dallas is calibrated at a level of 367.8dtfabove sea level.
Adding to that the traditionally stated deptlb@f6 feet gives the 1908 flood crest at 420.44 ft.
In sketching this map | tried to fall@ontours shown on the map of the Dallas Centpgdraisal
District, outlining an edge at 421 feet above swell
| suspect that the 1908 flood was abttitsomewhat higher, but currently | lack docunaentproof.
Several eyewitness accounts maintain that a flodd@66 had been higher, or as high, though downtown
features had changed so drastically in the inténge#2 years that they could not be certain.
Munden to A Busch -7 acres; Dallas Co. DeedoRls; Vol. 369, Page 60;"1May 1905 (Busch purchase).
A Busch to AWagner -7acres; Vol 462, Pa@; 29" Feb.1910 (Busch sale) location now:~1400 Singleton
Dallas Morning News: 1908-Sept®2Jpage 11; To Change West Dallas' Namg

(End of Footnotes)



