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THE MIMBRES INDIANS
By

REX

E.

GERALD

AMERICA has been populated by Indian groups for zo,ooo years or
more but most of these groups have lived and died anonymously.
A stone projectile point here or a fragment of bone or pottery there
are all we have to prove that they ever existed. The adventures,
loves, domestic lives, food preferences, amusements, mythologies,
and religious beliefs of whole communities are recorded in these
bits of clay, stone, and bone, if they are recorded at all. Just such
an anonymous group are the Indians of southwestern New Mexico of
Boo years ago whom the archaeologists have named the "Mimbres"
from the river valley in which their ruins are found. Despite the
many unknown facets of the lives of these people we can still paint
a general, but none-the-less instructive, picture of their way of life.
The Mimbres people were apparently native to southwestern
New Mexico, at least part of their ancestors having lived in the
area for several thousand years; but there are indications of foreign
influences having reached the ancestral group as early as 36oo B. C.
in the form of maize (com) agriculture and, somewhat later, in the
art of pottery making. These influences are believed to have come
from the area of more advanced cultures in southern Mexico and to
have reached the Mimbres region as a result of the gradual spread
of the ideas rather than as a migration of people. This view is held
because we do not find the new ideas concentrated in isolated villages in which migrants might have settled, but widely dispersed.
It must be remembered, however, that our knowledge of this period
( 36oo B. C. to 1 A. D.) is far from complete and that future archeological work may change our interpretations considerably.
The strongest outside influence to be exerted on the Mimbres was
felt between goo and 1000 A. D. when several important new ideas
were introduced from the Pueblo area of northern New Mexico and
Arizona. These new ideas may have spread to the Mimbres gradually but their concentration in certain villages suggests that they
were introduced rather suddenly, probably as a result of an influx of
Pueblo people. At any rate, the changes that came about during this
period were so drastic that the early archaeologists who worked in
the Mimbres River valley gave different names to the cultures before and after this period.
Editor's Note: This article is copyrighted by the author and published here for the
first time with the author's permission.
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The earlier people, called the Mogollon ( Mogoy6n) lived in villages of round or rectangular pole and brush houses that were built
in pits and covered with earth. They made four main types of
pottery - an unpolished brownware that was sometimes textured
by incising, brushing, or indenting the surface; a polished brownware; a polished redware; and a brownware decorated with simple
geometric patterns in red. No black-on-white pottery was made.
The Mogollon were farmers, planting maize, beans, and squash,
but they also made use of wild plant and animal foods.
After goo A.D. a number of changes took place; the houses in pits
(pithouses) were often constructed with masonry walls and sometimes several houses were built in a row. The pits were gradually
made shallower until finally the stone buildings were sitting on the
surface of the ground in imitation of the northern Pueblos. In pottery
we see rapid changes too; the redware was discarded, and to the
brownware vessels with red decoration was added a white surface
coating on which the red designs were painted. The designs on
these vessels changed also. Curvilinear geometric motifs appeared
in addition to the rectilinear ones, and occasionally anthropomorphic
and zoomorphic figures were portrayed. Another change took place
simultaneously - a change in the color of the paint used. The red
paint had been made from iron ore in which the iron was allowed
to oxidize, or rust, during the Bring of the vessel (a clay pot must
be heated in a hot Bre before it can be used as a container for liquids
without melting). Apparently the potters learned that a black paint
could be obtained by using the same pigment but keeping oxygen,
or air, away from it during the Bring. Perhaps they just turned the
bowls, the most popular vessel form, upside down so that air could
not rust the paint in the interior design during Bring. By 1000 A. D.
black and white was the favored color combination for decorated vessels, and again, this is in imitation of the northern Pueblo practices.
By 1050 or 1100 A.D. the people, now called Mimbres by the
archaeologists, were living in villages composed of one or several
clusters of one-story pueblos, each cluster containing from Bve to
£fty rooms. Plaza areas were often included in a cluster or several
clusters were built about a plaza. In at least one plaza in each village
was found an isolated, celler like, subterranean room called a "kiva"
which was used for religious activities part of the time and as a men's
club house the remainder of the time. Women probably entered the
kivas only when invited to bring food or to replaster the walls.
The woman's fort was the individual family dwelling which consisted of a single rectangular room about nine by twelve feet in size.
[ 1201

This room was built by the men, but there the men's responsibility
ended. The dwelling then became the property of the woman who
did the finishing of the new room and who maintained it thereafter.
Near the center of the room was located a one foot square or rectangular, stone-lined fireplace which was always partially filled with
white, hardwood ashes. Directly above the fireplace was the hatchway which served the double purpose of smokehole and ladder
entrance. Doorways and windows were rare, and when they were
used it was only to connect adjacent rooms; exterior openings were
not employed.
Permanent furnishings in these rooms were almost nonexistent.
A horizontal pole which supported blankets and extra clothing was
probably suspended near one wall. Small nitches which we might
call cupboards were occasionally built into the walls; shelves and
benches of stone and adobe were set against the walls, and in some
rooms there were low walls surrounding storage areas where maize,
beans, squash, and other foodstuffs were presumably kept.
Occasionally unoccupied living rooms were remodeled and utilized for storage. Often an ingeneous method was employed to
prevent gophers, rats, and other rodents from burrowing into these
storage rooms from below. A layer of closely packed rocks and
gravel or of closely fitted stone slabs was spread over the floor and
plastered in place with a heavy layer of adobe, thus making a floor
difficult or impossible for rodents to penetrate. Other storage areas
were located in the plazas where low platforms of stone supported
huge baskets of com and other plant foods.
In the dwellings again, movable furnishings were either very rare
or were made of perishable materials which have not been preserved. The most important items that have been preserved were
the grinding stones which were used to crush and pulverize the
maize in the preparation of breads, gruels, stews, and other foodstuffs. The time-consuming task of grinding the com meal occupied
hours of the women's time each day. As a matter of fact, proficiency
at this task was probably one of the first requirements a woman
had to meet before she could be considered eligible for marriage.
Another important class of household items was the pottery.
Utensils of the type that may have been used for cooking stews
and soups were undecorated vessels of brown clay which were
often soot-blackened from use over the fire. A second popular unpainted type of cooking pot had a corrugated outer surface which
resulted from the incomplete smoothing of the individual clay coils
from which the vessel was constructed.
[ 1211

The eating dishes of the Mimbres, and what we might consider
the "Sunday China," was the white-surfaced pottery with black
designs. These designs are of great importance to archaeologists
because, while many of them are geometric in form, others show
scenes from Mimbres life and depict animal-insects and animalmen which were probably known only in the imaginative Mimbres
folklore.
The nature of the activities shown on these Mimbres Black-onwhite vessels has led some archaeologists to suspect that the men
did the painting because many of the scenes portrayed would seem
to be of greater interest to them than to the women who are usually
the pottery decorators in the modem Pueblos. Scenes on some of
this pottery depict the following events, if our interpretations are
correct: a boy bringing a young antelope home to his surprised
parents and barking dogs; a man and a bear fighting; a man wearing
a headdress and dancing; a priest carrying a feather decorated
standard on which are suspended a coyote and a fish emblem; a
priest with a homed serpent headdress decapitating a man; a warrior dressed in armor and shinguards and carrying a shield and
weapons; a scene in which two shaman or curers, a man and a
woman, are performing a curing ceremony for two ill women; a
woman giving birth to a child; a priest and a woman dancing while
holding parrots; three men picking from plants insects which they
are spearing on twigs; two women with burden baskets containing
deer; a man and woman dancing behind a blanket; three men with
bows, arrows, and ceremonial wands tracking a deer; and two
priests smoking pipes.
Among the non-human forms shown on these vessels are: crawling
and flying insects, fish, buzzards, turkeys, oppossum, rabbits, badgers, coyotes, cats, mountain sheep, does, fawns, buck deer, and
pronghorn antelope.
We have no way of knowing what these zoomorphic figures ment
though we may guess that they were food animals or possibly symbols of different social groups among the Mimbres. It has been
suggested by one well-known Southwestern archaeologist that the
fish portrayed are saltwater species. Perhaps the Mimbres had
visited the ocean or otherwise learned of ocean-dwelling fish.
We know that the Mimbres were familiar with areas outside their
own domain for we find foreign-made potteries in their dwellings.
None of these potteries, however, indicate familiarity with areas
near the oceans; all of them were made in the surrounding areas of
[ 122]

the Southwest - El Paso Polychrome was obtained from the El Paso
area, Chupadero Black-on-White from southeastern New Mexico,
St. Johns Polychrome from northwestern New Mexico, and Tularosa
Black-on-White and Corrugated from western New Mexico. These
vessels were presumably brought to the Mimbres as trade items or
as containers for perishable trade items.
Other items that are found scattered about the dwellings or hanging from pegs in the walls were stone axes for cutting the roofing
timber and posts which, together with the walls, supported the
roof; scrapers of chipped stone which the women used in removing
flesh from animal hides preparatory to tanning and which the men
used in wood working; stone knives; drill points; projectile points;
and bone awls used by the women in stitching leather clothing and
in making coiled basketry. The beam and pole ceiling offered many
nitches in which to stash stone pipes, ornaments, paint palettes,
paints, etc.
In the center of the room the ladder led up to the roof which
served as an outdoor sitting room or porch. Here, in the clear, bright
sunlight, the women pursued their domestic activities in the company of female friends and relatives. Com was selected for seed,
storage, and immediate use; baskets were made and mended;
pumpkin was cut into strips and dried; gossip was exchanged; and
gambling games were played.
Religion probably permeated every aspect of the lives of the
Mimbres people, prayers and offerings being made to one spiritual
being or another at every tum. In addition to the individual religious
expressions there were group expressions as is attested by the kiva
in which masked dances and other ceremonies were prepared and
held for the spiritual benefits of the community. These ceremonies
were performed by males who were members of civic societies similar to our Lions, Kiwanis, and Elks. Perhaps the buzzards, rabbits,
coyotes, etc. portrayed on the pottery were emblems of Mimbres
civic societies.
In addition to the ceremonies performed for the community by
the different societies we have reasons to believe that still larger
groups met and perhaps took part in activities of importance to the
entire community. The evidence for this consists of a room in each
village which was as much as five times as large as the ordinary
dwelling room and which contained two fireplaces instead of one.
This room was built among the dwelling rooms but did not contain
the usual indications of use as a domestic room. We may speculate
[ 1231

that this room served as a council chamber or as ceremonial room
in which rituals were performed under the observation of the entire community.
The religious activities of the Mimbres were probably primarily
concerned with the assurance of an adequate food supply and
secondarily with health problems. The most important factor in
determining the adequacy of the food supply was water. With
sufficient and timely rainfall both domestic and wild foods were
abundant. The religious acts of greatest importance to the Mimbres
then were probably rain ceremonies, including rain dances.
Since the Mimbres men were the cultivators, though the women
may have cared for gardens and the entire family probably helped
in the fields at times, it was the men who were responsible for the
rain ceremonies. In the kivas, they spent days preparing for the
ceremonies and, in the kivas too, the society leaders performed the
most sacred parts of the ritual. Public portions of the ceremonies
were performed in the plazas and streets of the village where women
may have taken part.
The rituals performed at the death of a member of the Mimbres
community were the interest of the immediate relatives only, if we
base our interpretation on modern Pueblo practices. The community
as a whole was not concerned unless the deceased were a leader or
prominent in one of the societies. No public wake or oration was
held. Members of the bereaved family washed the body and dressed
it; they trussed it up in a blanket and nets with the knees drawn up
under the chin and the elbows in at the sides; they dug the grave
in the gravelly soil under the house floor with wooden digging sticks
and placed the body in the small hole with a few personal ornaments,
a food container or two, and usually with a bowl turned over the
head. This bowl was intentionally broken, at the grave, usually by
knocking a small hole in the bottom. Perhaps the bowl had to be
"killed" in this way so that its spirit might accompany that of the
deceased to the land of the dead. Mter the bowl was in place over
the head the grave was filled with gravel, clay, and stone, and the
hole in the house floor was repaired. As many as 32 such burials
have been found under the floor of a single room.
Inheritance rules, family size, language, food preference, personal
names and other details about these people still elude us though
archaeologists are constantly striving to learn more about these
subjects. In spite of the great gaps in our knowledge we can now
see, through rather dusty lenses, the Mimbres Indians as a group of
human beings who wooed and wed, lived and loved in the valleys
[ 124]

of southwestern New Mexico and who died, individually and as a
group, when their time came. Their large and small pueblos where
generations of men and women passed their days are now tumbled
mounds of stone and adobe. We can reconstruct from these ruins a
part of their lives, as you have read above, but the individual is
forever obscured just as we shall be when the sand, wind, and rain
have washed our names from the stones above our graves. Perhaps
the anonymous Mimbres potter shall eventually have greater influence on the world than we who now appreciate his art, but who
are ourselves largely without such abilities of individual expression.
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FORT THORN- An Historical Vignette
By

GEORGE RUHLEN

THE SWOLLEN RIO GRANDE ran full in both its new and old beds.
As the west-bound train left Rincon and gingerly crossed the now
half submerged steel bridge on that April day in 1884, the last
building at old Fort Thorn disappeared beneath the rolling muddy
flood. Soldiers had not occupied the post for twenty years but with
the Apaches again on the trail there was talk that once more it
might be needed to protect the upper Mesilla Valley. Now the last
vestige of the thirty year old fort had vanished forever. 1
On October zg, 1853 Brevet Brigadier General John Garland,
commanding the gth Military Department, summarized his views
on the military defense of New Mexico in his letter to Assistant
Adjutant General of the Army Thomas:
From Fort Webster I have withdrawn Company H, 1st Dragoons . . . .
This post is not in position for any useful purpose, and very difficult as
well as expensive to maintain, and as the huts constructed there are expected to tumble down before the spring of the year, I propose to abandon
it in December and station troops in the Rio Grande valley, at Santa
Barbara, where in an extensive and fertile valley well wooded and through
which the Gila and White Mountain Apaches make a thoroughfare for
their stolen animals. This valley will support if properly cultivated a population of four thousand. All that is necessary to make it a thriving
settlement is the presence of troops to repress Indian depredations. . . .
[Fort] Conrad is in a state of decay ... a lawsuit has been decided
which gives title to two citizens of this territory, in consequence I have
determined to abandon the place and construct temporary buildings some
few miles lower down from Valverde where there is a better site. . . .
[This became Fort Craig.]
Fort Fillmore is opposite the Mesilla Valley, is in good preservation and
must be kept up unless a strong force be sent to a point opposite El Paso
[modern Juarez] but as this will be in another Department I will make
no further remark upon it except to say that all that part of Texas lying
between the southern boundary of New Mexico and the Rio Grande
should be attached in my judgment to the gth Department. This will
become almost indispensable if a post is to be established in the White
Mountains to get the Mescaleros raiding the San Antonio-El Paso road. 2

Scarcely a week later the commanding officer of Fort Webster
[located at the Santa Rita Copper Mines] was directed to "take
measures to break up that post by the last of December and proceed to select some eligible site at or near Santa Barbara where the
troops will be located . . . some constructing comfortable quarters
[ 1271

having due regard to the economies of the service made necessary
by the many expenses incurred by transporting supplies from the
States . . . corn and Hour will be requisitioned from the Quartermaster and Commissary at Fort Fillmore and the rest from the
Department Quartermaster. . . ."3 Accordingly, on December zo,
1853, Brevet Major Israel B. Richardson with Co. K 3d Infantry
and Co. E zd Dragoons, abandoned Webster, which the Indians
burned even as the last troops disappeared over the hill, and encamped on the 24th of December at the site of the new post, about
five miles northwest of present-day Hatch.4
For a few days this new post was called Cantonment Garland
but General Garland soon decided that it would be named Fort
Thorn "unless otherwise directed by the War Department," in honor
of his former aide-de-camp Captain Herman Thorn, "justly distinguished in the war with Mexico."5 Thorn had drowned on October
16, 1849 while ferrying a detachment of troops across the Colorado
River near the later site of Fort Yuma. 6 Garland reported the establishment of the new fort to the Adjutant General of the Army:
I have the honor to report Fort Webster was abandoned 20 December
last in obedience to Department Order 48 dated November 7, 1853. The
buildings were in a state of decay and ready to tumble down. The two
companies composing the garrison of that post were established on the
24th of December at Santa Barbara, called "Fort Thorn," a much more
eligible position for military purposes. . . . If it is designed to make a
permanent Post at El Paso, it will be named of course by the Honorable
Secretary of War, but if temporary I had contemplated calling it "Fort
Bliss."7

Richardson's troops at once set to work building shelter for themselves and the government property and animals in their charge.
Their commander, mindful of Garland's admonition for economical
construction - words which even a century later would have a
familiar ring to Army post commanders - happily reported that he
had obtained adobes "for $8 a 1000, $2 cheaper than the common
price" and "wood sawed for $6o per 1000 feet, $40 cheaper than
others had offered."8 But the tribulations of command soon beset
the Mexican War veteran. In June the dragoon company was withdrawn for service against the Indians in northern New Mexico and
Richardson was told "your company alone will garrison Fort Thorn
until convenient to reinforce it."9 A few weeks later a water shortage of unique aspect faced the command: "zo-25 soldiers for more
than a month built the acequia 3J~ miles above the present new
post . . . water is being stopped for some days and nights . . .
cut off by people above who have threatened a lawsuit if I inter[ 128]

fere . . . there are three people: Lieutenant O'Bannon of the
Army whose land is farmed by a civilian, a Mr. Duvall and a Mr.
Fletcher. . . . Unless a guard is kept on the acequia, water on
which the entire post depends for sustenance is stopped for a week
at a time . . . none of the citizens at Santa Barbara have any right
other than squatters to occupy the land . . . recommend the reserve of the post be extended as far as the mouth of the acequia
built by troops." 10
The reply of the Assistant Adjutant General of the Department
could well have been the prototype for the myriad of such replies
which have followed down through the years: "your letter of 27th
last [June 27] relating to difficulties connected with the acequia
at your post and construction almost entirely by troops . . . you
are on the spot and know the conditions and hence are the best
judge of what to do."n
In November changes in the garrison were made. Company I
1st Dragoons joined the post while Company F 3d Infantry replaced Company K and its commander, Captain and Brevet Lieutenant Colonel Joseph H. Eaton, became Thorn's new commander. 12
Richardson was granted a leave of absence of unusual extent by
General Garland who in explaining his action to the War Department, stated that "Richardson had become obnoxious to a majority
of the officers of his regiment for want of professional pride, and the
leave was a step for his tendering his resignation . . . ."' 3 Although
he may have lacked pride, Richardson apparently possessed a
modicum of ability, for when mortally wounded at Antietam in
1862 - his twenty-second campaign - he held the rank of Major
General of Volunteers. •4
Colonel Eaton's initial efforts as commander were concerned
with mapping the area in the vicinity of Fort Thorn and then in
securing a survey of the post reservation. Although the latter had
become of increasing importance as settlers established themselves
near the protection of the fort, two years elapsed before Eaton's
plan for the reservation was accepted and the survey accomplished!S Meanwhile, in late May and early June, Governor Meriwether of New Mexico Territory met in council at Fort Thorn with
the Gila Mescalero Apaches. The treaty made with these warriors
on June 1oth established the Mescalero Indian Reservation on the
Rio Grande near Fort Stanton. Some 50 head of stock and 4 Mexican
children held prisoners were recovered from the Apaches, and Thorn
was designated as the location for Dr. Steck's Apache Indian
Agency.' 6
[ 129]

The small expeditions and "Indian scouts" so normal for frontier
garrisons of a century ago were also routine for Thorn. Half of the
garrison of some 130 men were absent from March to July, patrolling an extensive area from San Nicolas Spring to beyond the Rio
Bonito. 1 7 Eaton believed that use could be made of native New
Mexicans as guides, scouts, and interpreters and requested permission to enlist them in his company. Department Headquarters with
dubious enthusiasm stated that there was "no objection to enlisting
New Mexicans for your company to the extent of four or five to a
company for special duties." 18 Despite Indian scouts and other
rigors of service on the New Mexican frontier, the colonel found
time to draw a sketch of his post which is published herein. This
is the only representation of Thorn known to exist, as the post
records and files were believed destroyed with those of Fort Fillmore when the latter was captured by Confederate forces in
July, 1861. 1 9
In March, 1856, again more than half of the garrison pursued
Indians, finally meeting them in a sharp encounter in the Almagre
Mountains on the zoth. 20 However, around Fort Thorn Colonel
Eaton reported that Indian relations were "pretty good." This is
more than could be said of his relations with Garland's headquarters.
After Lt. Colonel Miles at Fort Fillmore had refused to furnish a
military escort to Surgeon Abadie who was on an inspection trip,
Eaton did likewise. A sharp rebuke from Garland's adjutant followed
for his refusing to open, read, or reply to the official letter carried
by Abadie authorizing the escort. He also apparently offered some
gratuitous suggestions in regard to the proposed march of the Dragoons through Fort Thorn on their way from New Mexico to
California. The suggestions brought an immediate caustic reply
from Dragoon headquarters, incensed at the temerity of this infantryman in advising the veteran horsemen of the plains how to
march. This Eaton also protested, and on June 14th appealed to
the War Department in regard to the censures of General Garland.
The following day he wrote to the general, inquiring if the latter
intended to assign him to another post because Lt. Colonel D. S.
Miles had been ordered to Thorn as commanding officer. On September 23, 1856, Eaton tendered his resignation and applied for
leave. 21
During the year Company F of the 3d Infantry remained at Thorn
but the mounted company changed twice. On May 27th Company
I 1st Dragoons departed for Fort Union, having been relieved by
Company F. It in turn was replaced by Captain Thomas Caliborne's
[ 1301

Company B, Regiment of Mounted Rifles, who marched from Camp
Holmes, 12 miles above Fort Bliss, on September 1st and reached
Thorn on the 7th. Shortly thereafter the company escorted Governor
Meriwether to the Mimbres River to distribute presents to the
Apaches. 22
Colonel Benjamin L. E. Bonneville, in temporary command of
the Department since October 11, reported there had been much
sickness at Forts Thorn and Fillmore but that "Thorn by the establishment of the Post at Tucson acquires increased importance as
the point of departure for the latter place.''23 That it was not too
desirable a station is evidenced by the comments of the wife of
Captain Lane of the Mounted Rifles: "At Fort Thorn [September,
1856] we found some of the regiment in quarters, having been
ordered to remain. We were delighted it was not to be our station
and were glad to leave. We remained in camp at the post for some
time awaiting orders. Near us were several dragoon companies,
troops nowadays, in camp, and among the officers we found some
old friends. . . ,''z4
The following spring Deputy Territorial Surveyor J. W. Garretson
surveyed and established the military reservation of Fort Thorn.
From Garretson's original field notes, and the fact that he located
the reservation boundaries with respect to section lines and section
corners, it is possible to replot the old survey, long a matter of
conjecture and generalization. The exact site of the vanquished
fort and its adjacent features are shown herein on page 135, superimposed on an outline map of the present road net and river trace.
The fort itself was not symmetrical, the southeast wall being 6oo
feet long, the southwest, 520 feet, and the others somewhere in
between. It was one of the few walled forts in the Southwest. The
reservation formed a six mile square with the fort in the center. The
survey, under the protection of an escort from the fort, was initially
made in March and April, 1857, a portion surveyed in October and
finally approved in April, 1858. Garretson did not hold too high
an opinion of Thorn as a habitation. In his survey notes he wrote,
"land was all botton, subject to overflow in some places, does not
appear a very desirable location, cottonwood trees along the bank
and in back from it, no trees as such but immense thickets of willow,
cottonwood brushes and rushes. . . . The survey was run to the
old ferry landing but no boat is here now ... ,''zs
Although Indian depredations reported at Mesilla in January
were later found to have been committed by Mexicans, in March
Lt. E. M. Baker and 35 men from Thorn pursued a band of Mescaleros
[ 1311

who had stolen mules belonging to Don Vigil. After a 24-hour chase
of sixty miles the Indians were overtaken at Ojo del Muerto (a few
miles west of present Engle) and the stock recovered after a bloody
skirmish in which one trooper was killed and four seriously wounded.
Later the same month Lt. Freedly and a detachment of dragoons
clashed with the Indians near the site of former Fort Webster. 26
Continued Indian troubles resulted in a decision to send a strong
expedition into the heart of the western Apache country and there
decisively defeat the tribes. Troops from all parts of New Mexico
Territory and Fort Bliss marched by converging routes to the expedition supply base, Camp Floyd, on the upper Gila River near its
juncture with Bear Creek. Thorn not only served as an intermediate
supply and assembly point for the columns but also furnished a
large part of the garrison to the expedition. 27 Two officers have written of their experiences during this Gila Campaign of 1857 and
one has left his impressions of Fort Thorn: "We camped today at
the Rio Grande between Thorn and Fillmore on the main route . . .
24 Apr. 1857, I was sent forward to arrange with the boat keeper
for crossing the command on the succeeding day ... 25 Apr.,
overtaken by Magoffin's train from Fort Bliss going to Fort Thorn
for provisions and then to the Rio Gila . . . 26 Apr., selected camp
about 4 miles from the post ... 27 Apr . . . . visited Thorn ...
Most of the officers in the sutler's, a filthy hole, drinking ... Dined
with Captain Claiborne and his wife ... a charming and interesting couple ... [Lt. Col.] Miles a clever and interesting conversationist and drinker ... Also there Mr. Granger from Fort Bliss ...
28 Apr., moved camp to one mile of the post ... 30 Apr., Indians
stole 68 mules within 1lf miles of post . . . Thorn [is a] crowded,
contracted, united sort of place in its construction; its officers with
their families so, so exceedingly hospitable. . . ."28
Mter a campaign whose success is still a matter of controversy,
the troops commenced returning in late July and supplies at the
depot on the Gila were ordered transferred to Thorn. The Indians
captured during the campaign were initially held at Thorn, but as
several died there the survivors, mostly women and children, were
moved to Fort Fillmore in mid-October. 2 9
In August Lt. Colonel Miles, Thorn's commander since the previous June, was transferred to Fillmore and Major J. S. Simonson of
the Mounted Rifles assumed command until his departure on leave
two months later. 30 On October 20 Company C, Mounted Rilles
joined the garrison after a ten-day march from Albuquerque. The
following day Company B of the same regiment, departed for Fort
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Stanton, arriving there on the 31st. Two months later Company F,
3d Infantry left Thorn for Albuquerque, having been relieved on
December zzd by Company H of that regiment. Although accompanied by Captain and Brevet Major William H. Gordon, Lt. William H. Wood assumed command of the post as Gordon, the assigned
company commander had been in arrest since November 26 and
hence was prohibited from exercising command.3•
The winter and spring of 1858 brought no change in the routine
duties of the troops - military courier service, escorts for official
parties traveling in Indian Territory, and garrison fatigues. However, on the 17th of April a serious incident occurred at Thorn. A
body of armed Mexicans, calling themselves the "Mesilla Guard"
and led by a Juan Ortega, charged into the Indian camp at the
Indian Agency and shot indiscriminately at the fleeing Apaches.
"Mr. Tully at the Agency, and Mr. Beck living on the island and
another American living at the ranch saved a number of lives.
Several Indians, mainly women and children, were killed, others
wounded." Wood promptly pursued the mauraders and, capturing
36 of them, including their leader, placed them under arrest charged
with murder. 3" General Garland who had resumed command of the
Department after returning from leave, immediately informed Wood
that he approved of his action and that he was to "hold on to Mexicans placed under arrest until further orders . . . . This is a very
grave affair . . . . I have confidence in your ability but in view of
the gravity of the situation I am ordering another commanding
officer to Fort Thorn and will place Miles in temporary command
. . . the presence of a high ranking officer is advisable in case of
international complications."33
Miles, instructed to find out who were bona-fide American citizens
in this group and who were not, arrived at Thorn on the zgth with
Company K, 3d Infantry. The prisoners, on order of Judge Kirby
Benedict, were sent to Socorro and Miles was directed to send zo
men to the copper mines to prevent any Indian retaliations on the
Mexicans there as a result of this incident. A similar murderous
attack had been perpretrated by this same "Mesilla Guard" on
Indians in Dofia Ana the preceding 8th of February despite the
fact that for several months the Indians had been well behaved
and peaceful. Mter ascertaining that the Indians were satisfied with
the course of action taken by the military, Miles and his company
from Fillmore returned home on May nth.34
In May, Assistant Surgeon T. Charlton Henry, who had previously
characterized Thorn as the "sickliest post in the territory," requested
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his "immediate removal to a more northern latitude. . . . [I am]
unable to regain my health during the hot season at this post . . .
impossible to regain a sound condition at my present station . . .
removal to a cooler climate will make possible this regaining of
health ... but for this I would never request transfer. . . ."35
What effect Henry's plea had upon Garland is not known, but
scarcely a month after Colonel Bonneville assumed command of the
Department he informed Major Gordon, now commanding Thorn,
that his six months suspension from duty had ended, that he had
the "intention on account of the sickness of the troops to break up
gradually the post of Fort Thorn." Two days later, October 17th,
Bonneville wrote to the War Department, "I find that the post at
Fort Thorn has been so unhealthy for the troops that with the advice
of Surgeon Sloan I have concluded to withdraw the troops from
there except for a small guard with the ultimate design of breaking
it up or removing it to some more healthy location."3 6 Bonneville's
letter appears to be somewhat after the fact, for six weeks previous
Company C of the Rifles had left Thorn for Fort Defiance and two
weeks earlier half of Company H, 3d Infantry, had departed for
Fort Fillmore.37
Mter several months of shuttling companies between Fillmore
and Thorn, on January 6th, Bonneville informed Gordon that the
Secretary of War had approved the breaking up of Thorn. He directed that all property except forage be transferred to Fillmore,
Headquarters of Company H to Fillmore, and for one officer and 12
men to take charge of Thorn. 38 The last organization left Thorn on
January 18, 1859, and the caretaker detachment had dwindled to
four men by May. The last soldiers apparently left Thorn in June,
1859, for they were not mentioned on returns thereafter.
Although Fort Thorn had ceased to be a United States post, its
location assured its participation in events soon to come. An engagement was fought in the vicinity of the post in September, 1861,
between a Confederate patrol and Federal troops from Fort Craig.
The following January, Sibley's Confederate Brigade used the post
as a base of operations prior to his movement towards Fort Craig.
And in July 4th, 1862, the advance reconnaissance force of the
California Column reached the Rio Grande three miles upriver
from Fort Thorn. The following day the post was reoccupied and
the Stars and Stripes again waved over Fort Thorn. Thereafter
the post fell into disuse and in 1881 became public domain. Three
years later its last buildings were washed away by the :Hood.
[ 1341

I MILE.

FoRT THoRN MILITARY REsERVATION

[ 1351

REFERENCES
1. Maud McFie Bloom, "Childhood Memories of the Rio Grande in Flood," New
Mexico Historical Review, XVI, 3 (July, 1941), 361.
2. Garland to Thomas, October 20, 1853. Letters sent 9th Military Department, Old
Army Branch, National Archives. (Unless otherwise stated, official records are all
from Old Army Branch, National Archives, Washington, D. C.)
3· Orders 48, Department New Mexico, November 7, 1853. Simeon Hart of Hart's
Mill [now El Paso] received the contract to supply Thorn with flour.
4· Richardson to Headquarters 9th Military Department, December 20 and 24, 1853;
Regimental Returns, 3d Infantry 1853.
5· Garland to Richardson, January 2, 1854; Orders 3, Department New Mexico,
January 20, 1854.
6. Herman Thorn was born in New York City. Failing to secure an appointment to
the United States Military Academy, he joined the Austrian Army in which he
served for five years, achieving the rank of 1st Lieutenant. He resigned from the
Austrian Army when our war with Mexico began and Senator Benton of Missouri
was instrumental in securing for him a commission in the Regular Army from
President Polk. See W. A. Keleher, Turmoil in New Mexico (Santa Fe, 1952),
271, fn 58. On his last trip crossing his escort for Colonel Collier, California Collector of Revenue, the canoes capsized, drowning Thorn, Pvt. Beste, and two
Mexicans. Thorn was a good swimmer but one of the Mexicans clutched him in a
death grasp from which he could not escape. See William McPherson, ed., From
San Diego to the Colorado in 1849- The Journal of Cave ]. Vouts (Los Angeles,
1932)' 45-6.
7· Garland to Adjutant General of the Army, January 27, 1854.
8. Richardson to Hqs. Department New Mexico, January 11, 1854.
g. Hqs. Department New Mexico to Richardson, June g, 1854.
10. Richardson to Department New Mexico, June 27, 1854.
11. Hqs. Department New Mexico to Richardson, July 24, 1854.
12. Post Returns, Fort Thorn, 1854.
13. Garland to Adjutant General of the Army, January 31, 1855.
14. Richardson was a Cadet USMA, 1836-41. He served with the 3d Infantry from
1841 to 1855; Florida War, 1841-1842; ten battles in Mexican War, earning
brevets of Captain and Major for gallant conduct. Resigning on September 30,
1855, he farmed in Michigan until 1861 when he was appointed Brigadier General
of Volunteers, May 17, 1861. A veteran of nine campaigns from Bull Run to
Antietam, he was promoted to Major General of Volunteers on July 4, 1862. He
was mortally wounded at Antietam and died at Sharpsburg, Maryland, on November 3, 1862, at the age of 47· See George W. Cullum, Biographical Register
of Officers and Graduates of USMA (New York, 1879).
15. Eaton to Department of New Mexico, January 12, May 3, 11, 31, June 29, August
25, 1855·
16. C. S. Brooks and F. D. Reeve, eds., Forts and Forays: Diary of ]ames A. Bennet
(Albuquerque, N. M., 1948), entry for April 23, 1854.
17. Post Returns, Fort Thorn, 1855.
18. Hqs. Department of New Mexico to Eaton, September 27, 1855.
19. Letter War Department, Adjutant General's Office to Commissioner General Land
Office, Department of Interior, June 26, 1876. (Judge Advocate General Military
Reservation Files, Fort Thorn.)
20. Post Return, Fort Thorn, 1856.
21. Eaton to Department New Mexico, May 13, 1856; Hqs. Department New Mexico
to Eaton, February g, 1856; Eaton to Dept. N. M., June 10, 1856; Eaton to AAG
War Dept., June 14, 1856; Eaton to Garland, June 15, 1856; Eaton to Dept. N.
M., September 23, 1856.
Eaton was a Cadet at USMA, 1831-1835, aide-de-camp to Major General Zachary
Taylor, 1845-1849, Captain 3d Infantry, 1846; brevetted Major and Lt. Col. for

[ 1361

22.
23.
24.
25.
26.
27.

28.

29.
30.

31.

32.
33·
34·
35·
36.
37·
38.

gallant conduct at Monterrey and Buena Vista, 1846; resigned December 31, 1856;
Major Paymaster, 1861-1865; brevetted Lt. Col., Colonel, and Brig. General, 1865
for meritorious service; retired, 1881; died January 20, 1896. See Cullum, Biographical Register.
Post Returns, Fort Thorn, 1856; Regimental Returns, 1st Dragoons and Regimental Mounted Rifles, May-August-September, 1856.
Bonneville to Adjutant General of Army, October 31, 1856.
Lydia Lane, I Married A Soldier (New York, 1892), 41.
Survey Notes and Report of Survey of Fort Thorn by J. W. Garretson, Deputy
Surveyor, Territory of New Mexico, a document in Judge Advocate General
Military Reservation File, Fort Thorn.
Miles to Department New Mexico, January 27 and March 6, 1857; Post Returns,
Fort Thorn, 1857; Miles to Department New Mexico, March 29, 1857.
On June 27, Lt. Alexander E. Steen, 3d Infantry, from Fort Thorn, was wounded
in an encounter with the Apaches. Commissioned in March, 1847, Steen was
brevetted 1st Lt. for gallantry in the Mexican War. Resigning in May, 1861, he
became a Brig. General, CSA, and was killed on November 27, 1862, at Kane Hill,
Arkansas. See Francis B. Heitman, Historical Register and Dictionary of the US
Army (Washington, D. C., 1903).
Henry Lazelle ( ed. by F. D. Reeve), "Puritan and Apache- A Diary," New
Mexico Historical Review, XXIII, 282.
As a Colonel, circa 1895, Lazelle was one of the early commanders of present
Fort Bliss. During the Gila Campaign, Lazelle was attached to a company of the
Mounted Rifles, commanded by Lt. John V. DuBois, who has left an interesting
account of that expedition in his "Campaigns in the West," Arizona Pioneers
Society, 1949.
Thomas Claiborne, commissioned in Regt. Mtd. Rifles, May, 1846, brevetted
Captain October, 1847; resigned May, 1861, and became Colonel of Cavalry,
CSA, 1861-1865. See Heitman, Historical Register.
Garland to Bonneville, August 4, 1857.
Dixon S. Miles, Cadet USMA 1819-1824, Captain 7th Infantry, 1836; Florida
War, 1839-42; brevetted Major and Lt. Colonel for gallant conduct at Fort Brown
and Monterrey, 1846-1847; commanded expedition against Indians in 1857 and
1858; Colonel 2d Infantry at Bull Run and mortally wounded at Harpers Ferry
on September 16, 1862. See Cullum, Biographical Register.
John S. Simonson, Sgt. New York Volunteers, 1814; Captain RMR, 1846; retired
as Colonel September, 1861. Brevetted Major at Chapultec, 1847, as Brig. General,
1865, for long and faithful service. Died December 5, 1881. See Heitman, Historical Register.
Post Returns, Fort Thorn, 1857. Regt. Returns RMR and 3d Infantry, OctoberDecember, 1857. William H. Gordon, commissioned 1838, brevetted Major at
Churubusco, 1847, retired 1862, died December 7, 1865. See Heitman, Historical
Register.
William H. Wood, Cadet USMA, 1841-1845, 6 campaigns in Mexican War,
marched to El Paso with 3d Infantry, 1849; brevetted Colonel, 1865; retired as
Colonel, 1882; died January 1, 1887. See Cullum, Biographical Register.
Wood to Garland, April22, 1858.
Garland to Wood, April 27, 1858.
Post Returns, Fort Thorn, 1858; Garland to Miles, May 2, 1858, LS-DNM; Report
of Secy. War, 1858, House Ex. Doc. No. 2, 35th Cong., 2d Ses.
Henry to Garland, May 20, 1858, LR-DNM.
Bonneville commanded the Dept. during Garland's leave and again after Garland's
permanent departure from the Territory in September, 1858.
Post Returns, Fort Thorn, and Regt. Returns, September to December, 1858.
Hqs. Dept. N. M. to Gordon, January 6, 1859, LS-DNM.

[ 1371

Upper picture: A Paso del Norte Farmer Plowing. Lower left: Oxen Cart
Used by Paso del Norte Farmers. Lower right: A Paso del Norte Farmer
Sowing. (Reproduced from sketches made by Vice-Consul William M.
Pierson, dated March 11, 1873, Report No. 115.)
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The Development of Agriculture in the El Paso
Valley - The Spanish Period
By

HELEN ORNDORFF

THE SETTLEMENT of the Spaniards in the El Paso district brought
about tremendous changes in the area. These were especially pronounced in the development of agriculture in the valley. The
Spanish agricultural contributions and methods were destined to
last for years after the Anglo-Americans had taken possession of
the country. 1
Though the Spaniards had crossed and recrossed the El Paso
area for over a hundred years, no permanent settlement was founded
until 1659. In that year Father Garcia de San Francisco y Zuniga,
accompanied by Father Juan de Salazar and ten families of Christian Indians from the mission of Senecu, founded a permanent
mission. Father Garcia gathered the Indians from the El Paso
region at a suitable site opposite the crossing of the right bank
(otherwise referred to as the south side) of the Rio Grande, "offered
them the evangelical word, and they, having accepted it for their
cathchism,"z built a church of branches and mud, and a monastery
thatched with straw. Thus, the Mission Senora de Guadalupe,
established December 8, 1659, on the present site of Ciudad Juarez,
Chihuahua, Mexico, was the first semblance of a permanent settlement in this area. 3
Notwithstanding the difficulties these people encountered in building a permanent settlement in this semi-arid region, they pursued
their work with fervor. The temporary structures were soon replaced
by more permanent buildings. On April 2, 1662, Father Garcia
blessed the cornerstone for a new church which stands today. 4 Six
years later, on January 15, 1668, the mission was dedicated to
Nuestra Senora de Guadalupe Mexicana. Accordingly, "the work
of Garcia may be regarded as the cornerstone of the El Paso
establishment."s
Father Garcia and his workers made an effort to cultivate the
soil, though records of their attempts are meagre. However, tilling
the soil, sowing, and reaping were accepted by these versatile and
courageous priests as an essential feature of mission work. And if
the settlements were to prosper and to become permanent, the land
had to be made to produce. 6 Out of sheer necessity, therefore, the
Franciscans turned to farming. In a primitive manner and with
primitive tools, they plowed the land and planted seed. Among
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the first new crops planted was one directly related to the Mass.
Cuttings of fine grapevines were brought from Spain and were sent
up the long trail from Mexico City. The fathers made sacramental
white and red wines from the grapes. 7
But the growing of crops in a dry and windswept valley was no
little chore, and in spite of all their labors, they did not produce
enough to sustain themselves. It was necessary to receive supplies
from outside the valley to enable them to survive through the early
years. During this time Fray Alonso de Posadas, a missionary in
New Mexico between 1650 and 166o, and custodian of the province
between 166o and 1664, sent "as many as three thousand beeves,
four thousand head of sheep and goats, two thousand bullocks, two
hundred mares and horses, ploughshares, laborers, carpenters, implements, and all other necessaries" to sustain Father Garcia's little
settlement. 8
So little had the agriculture in the region developed that when a
revolt of the entire Indian population of New Mexico occurred in
168o and the Spaniards were driven out and finally stumbled into
El Paso, a great strain was put on the little village. 9 Once again it
was necessary to supply the community with provisions from the
outside. Maize and beef were sent to tide the settlers over until
October, 1681, after which time it was thought that the harvest of
fall crops would suffice. 10
Undoubtedly, this exodus from New Mexico stimulated the settlers to renewed agricultural activity. The situation was simple and
common to all people who settled frontier areas; if they could not
grow their food, they could not eat. Fray Alonso de Posadas once
more came to the rescue of the settlement. He sent farm implements
which included 150 ploughshares, 6oo large hoes, 24 pickaxes, and
24 iron shovels, in order to step up agricultural production and to
meet the increased need for food supplies. 11
The new communities which arose as a result of the influx of these
Spaniards did not flourish, in spite of the agricultural supplies that
were given to them. The Spaniards were harassed by a revolt of
the Mansos in 1684, which discouraged labor and minimized crop
production. Adding to their difficulties was a severe drought and
crop failure. 12 In their despair at not being able to sustain themselves, in 1684 Father Lopez, vice-custodian, petitioned Cruzate,
governor of New Mexico, to permit them to abandon this great
region that was later to become famous for agricultural production.1 3
They desired to seek another location "with soil and climate better
adopted to agriculture." 14 Refusing their demands, Cruzate, instead,
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ordered maize and meat sent to the El Paso region to relieve the
people.' 5
In June, 1685, Lopez went to the City of Mexico, where he took
up the matter of relocating the El Paso settlement with the Junta
General. Father Alonso de Posadas, who by this time was procurator
general of the Order of Saint Francis in the City of Mexico, appealed
to the viceroy in behalf of Lopez' petition. ' 6 Posadas' appeal stated
that "El Paso" had "neither the water nor the requisites for farming
and cattle raising."• 7 However, a complete abandonment of the
region was considered impracticable, since hostile Indians were in
the area and it would prove a serious hindrance to transportation
between Mexico and New Mexico.' 8
To investigate the situation other persons including ex-Governor
Otermin, Juan Bautista de Escorza, and Francisco Xavier, were
questioned. These men considered the soil and the climate of the
El Paso district sufficiently good for supporting a settlement. They
felt that the recent drought, the basic cause of the difficulty, was
only a temporary problem. Accordingly, the Junta General, on
November 28, 1685, took final action against abandoning the district, and made provisions for strengthening it as a presidio and as
an important site for settlement and development.'9 Temporary
aid was also arranged. The Junta General ordered a sufficient sum
of money to be sent to Cruzate to allay the needs of the people in
the area until the situation substantially improved. 20 Important,
too, was the fact that by this time the Indian uprisings, except for
occasional raids by the Apaches, had been suppressed. This left the
settlers free to turn their attention to their crops. 2 '
Reconciled to the fact that they must stay in the region, the
Spanish settlers along the river struggled to survive. In reality they
were destitute, many being without the bare necessities of life. A
census taken from December 22, 1692 to January 2, 1693 showed
the total population of the El Paso district to be approximately one
thousand, or less than half the total number driven out of New
Mexico in 1680.22 Under the circumstances they turned their attention to agriculture with great earnestness. Knowing that they could
not abandon the place, it was obvious that they must produce food
enough for their existence or die. 2 3
Since a lack of water had been their basic difficulty in farming,
they began to develop an extensive irrigation system. As early as
1659 the Spaniards evidently had made a crude beginning in irrigation. In documents covering the trial by inquisition in 1663 of Don
Bernardo Lopez de Mendizabal, governor of New Mexico from
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MAKING WINE FROM MISSION GRAPES
(Reproduced from a sketch made by William M. Pierson, United States
Vice-Consul. His Report No. 101, dated November 30, 1872, addressed to
the Secretary of State. )
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July, 1659, until the latter part of 1661, the accused governor made
the following statement:
Fray Garcia was there attending to the establishment of a farm, and
obliging even the heathen to construct a ditch for it, with great labor,
from the Rio del Norte."-4

And this crude development had grown slowly until 1684. By
that time a dam had been constructed on the Rio Grande, and a
canal tapping the water ran out to the nearby fields. The canal
appeared to be so valuable that Don Domingo Jironza, newly appointed governor of New Mexico, tried to persuade the droughtstricken settlers of San Lorenzo to move to El Paso del Norte where
they might take advantage of it. However, even though it was
planned to widen the dam at El Paso del Norte to increase agricultural production, the settlers stubbornly refused to move."- 5
Little is known about the irrigation system for several decades.
But one can easily suppose that other canals, or acequias as they
were called, and laterals were built. After 1684 the irrigation system
must have spread slowly throughout the valley, although there is
little record of it in the early 17oo's. By 1760 the dam at El Paso
del Norte diverted about half of the river water into the canals
and onto the fields. Each year when rainfall was heavy in the upper
reaches of the Rio Grande, the dam was washed away by floods,
which ordinarily lasted from May until the end of July. To rebuild
the dam the settlers made large cylindrical baskets out of willow
branches. These were filled with small stones and gravel and when
the flood subsided were rolled into position."-6
Both the Indians and the Spaniards at El Paso del Norte engaged
in farming. The Spaniards took water from the main ditch, while
the Indians used a ditch branching off the main canal. Two flood
gates were used to let the water flow into the ditch used by the
Indians. The upkeep of the dam was obligatory to all."- 7
Fortunately, by 1726 conditions in the El Paso district changed
for the better. The fertile soils had been made productive by the
construction of a number of irrigation ditches which carried water
from the Rio Grande and by other improvements in irrigation facilities. The water brought with it a thick mud which served as
fertilizer for the land. As a result of this irrigation system the valley
below El Paso del Norte was, in time, dotted with farms where
wheat, corn, beans, and all kinds of vegetables as well as many
vineyards which produced delicious grapes, thrived. These grapes
came to be called "Mission" or "El Paso" grapes."-8 The towns of
El Socorro, La Isleta (now called Ysleta), and Senecu (which no
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longer exists) were described as small settlements on the "east
bank" of the Rio Grande, a few leagues below El Paso del Norte. 29
For nearly two centuries the luscious "Mission" grape, which
was "equal to those of Spain," and the excellent wines and brandies
made from them, were destined to be praised by every writer who
visited the El Paso Valley.3o While the fertile soil produced whatever was planted, about 1776 the farmers grew mostly these excellent grapes and a variety of fruits similar to those cultivated in
Europe. 31 Pears, apples, peaches, and apricots grew so luxuriantly
that the people raised more than enough for their own needs,
except in years when they were attacked by frost at a critical time.
The most industrious farmers dried the fruit in the sun to preserve
it, later giving great quantities to the poor.3 2 Those not so industrious allowed the fruit to rot on the trees, there being no refrigeration facilities for shipping.33 In addition to the "Mission" grape,
wild grape vines as well as vines of muscatel were grown in the
El Paso Valley.34
Before another decade passed, the Mansos, the inhabitants in the
area when the Spaniards first arrived, were totally extinct. Their
land had been taken by the Spaniards and great quantities of wheat
and maize were grown on this land. The wheat, a remarkably large
grain, was free of all darnel (an annual grass often found in fields
of grain). It was necessary to plant the maize in deep furrows
because of the lightness of the soil. If the com was not well-rooted,
the strong winds to which the area is subjected, uprooted it. The
farmers also grew two kinds of beans - a small bean and a broad
bean- peas, anise, and all other kinds of vegetables of good quality.
Very remarkable were the large, white, sweet onions, for which the
region was to become famous. There were few cattle and sheep in
the country at this time. However, the river contained many fish
known as "rock fish" which were used as food. 3s
San Lorenzo, Senecu, La Isleta, and Socorro, the last of which
was about ten leagues below El Paso del Norte, were also rich in
fruits and grains. Some Apache Indians were inhabiting Socorro.
However, with them were a number of white people who worked
the fertile land, "much of which had been given to them by accident
when the river changed its course to the opposite bank."3 6 These
people guarded against the danger that the river might return to its
old course by making deep ditches through which it could flow.37
Evidence can be found of Spanish efforts to develop in the El
Paso Valley a landed aristocracy similar to that which prevailed
throughout Mexico from the days of Cortez down to recent years.
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As early as 1692, Vargas, in taking the census of the area, commented
on the destitute conditions of the settlers. That the householders
were "living on the same scale as their servants," was considered
significant indications of the hardships these people were enduring.
In quoting the census figures, Vargas was careful to set apart the
servant class, which totaled over one-third of the population. Regardless of the strenuous conditions, many of the families had a
number of servants attached to their households.3 8
In 1782, while many of the farmers of El Paso del Norte were
Piros and Tanos Indians, yet several families of Spaniards had been
added to them because of the facilities of irrigation. There were
various haciendas and ranchos in the vicinity. Four decades earlier,
Don Alonzo Vitares Rubin de Celis, Captain of the Royal Presidio
of El Paso del Norte, founded a hacienda of cultivated fields, called
La Rancheria, a distance of seven leagues below El Paso del Norte.39
Zebulon M. Pike, who claimed that he had gotten into Spanish
territory by error while searching for the Red River, was arrested
and escorted under guard from Santa Fe to Chihuahua. The party
stopped at El Paso del Norte from March 21 to March 26, 1807.
Pike wrote in his diary:
We put up at the house of Don Francisco Garcia, who was a merchant
and a planter. He possessed in the vicinity of the town zo,ooo sheep and
1,ooo cows. . . . This place was by far the most flourishing place we had
been in.4°

The control of the Spaniards over the El Paso district came to a
close when Mexico won her independence from Spain in 1821.4 1
Even though the Spaniards had been through many trials, agriculture in the El Paso Valley had progressed. While none of the land
on the left bank of the Rio Grande, across from El Paso del Norte,
was being farmed, yet they had developed an irrigation system and
were growing fruits, grains, and vegetables, on farms which extended from El Paso del Norte to about ten miles down the valley.4z
Wheat, oats, barley, chili, onions, chick-peas, peas, new varieties of
beans, peaches, apricots, cabbage, lettuce, radishes, carrots, cucumbers, and grapes had been introduced by the Spaniards. 43
The end of Spanish authority over the area, however, had no
noticeable effect on agriculture. For decades to come, these same
people continued to farm the land, following the practices of their
forefathers.
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Ibid., 111, 507; Castaneda, Our Catholic Heritage, 1, 277.
Ibid., 1, 277.
Hackett ( ed.), Historical Documents, 111, 507.
Castaneda, Our Catholic Heritage, 1, 277.
Hackett (ed.), Historical Documents, 111,507.
Ibid.,111, 507.
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WASHINGTON SLEPT HERE
By RICHARD K. McMASTER
THE FATHER OF OUR COUNTRY had the reputation of being a much
traveled man, and this fact apparently holds true for some of his
relatives, especially John Macrae Washington who passed through
El Paso del Norte in the fall of 1848. John Macrae Washington, an
artilleryman by profession, was the son of George Washington's
second cousin, Baily Washington.
Following a three year cadetship at the Military Academy, Washington was commissioned a 3rd lieutenant in the Corps of Artillery
in 1817. 1 Assigned to the 4th Artillery in 1821, he served at numerous southern posts and at the Artillery School at Fort Monroe,
Virginia, where he was a mathematics instructor and later the
Artillery Ordnance Officer. From 1833 to 1838 he was engaged in
the Creek and Florida wars, taking an active part against the
Seminoles in the battle of Lochahatchee. The following year he
assisted General Winfield Scott in transplanting the Cherokee nation
to Oklahoma. In 1842 he again assisted General Scott in quelling
the disturbances on the Canadian border."
In 1846 Washington was sent from Fort McHenry, Maryland, to
Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, to take command of one of the
newly organized light batteries. Light Battery "B," 4th Artillery,
known as "Washington's Battery," was destined to hold the key
position of the American line at the battle of Buena Vista on the
occasion of George Washington's birthday in 1847. 3
The six-piece horse drawn battery left Carlisle Barracks on 5 June
1846, destination San Antonio, 2000 miles and then Saltillo, goo
miles further. The march was overland for 300 miles to Wheeling,
Virginia (now West Virginia), thence by riverboats for 1300 miles
down the Ohio and Mississippi river and up the Red River to Nachitoches, Louisiana, and again in the saddle for 400 miles to San
Antonio, where he arrived on 4 September 1846.4
At San Antonio the battery joined the command of General John
E. Wool, which was assembling for the march to Saltillo, Mexico.
Two captured Mexican cannon were added to the battery prior to
the departure of General Wool's command on 26 September 1846.
After a march of goo miles Wool's Column reached Saltillo on 22
December 1846. In a little over six months Washington's battery
had traveled more than 3000 miles. 5
Shortly before the battle of Buena Vista, Washington was promoted to the grade of major, and the day following the battle he
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was brevetted to lieutenant-colonel for his stunchness and skill in
maintaining the key point of the American position.
With the end of histilities in northern Mexico, Washington was
appointed Military Governor of Saltillo and also designated Chief
of Artillery of the Army of Occupation. Upon the termination of
the occupation in the summer of 1848, Washington was placed in
command of the last expedition of some 500 men ordered to New
Mexico and California. The expedition consisted of Companies "D",
"E" and "H" of the Second Dragoons, three troops of the First
Dragoons, and Bragg's battery of the Third Artillery now under
the command of Lieutenant Kilburn. The cavalry was commanded
by Major Laurence P. Graham. On 18 July 1848, the expedition departed from Walnut Springs, the last of the invaders from Mexico.
The entire command was dressed in bright red flannel shirts and
black broad brimed felt hats; this, with their white belts, burnished
arms, gay banners, and dashing horsewomen galloping up and down
the flanks made an effect seldom seen in Uncle Sam's service. 6
Reversing the march of the Doniphan Column, Washington passed
through Parras, Santa Cruz de Rosales, Chihuahua City and Sacramento. After a short rest at Sacramento, Washington with Kilburn's
light battery, the First Dragoons and Troop "H" of the Second
Dragoons started for Santa Fe, New Mexico, via El Paso del Norte,
while the remainder of the command under Major Graham moved
out on the road to California.
After passing through El Paso, the Washington column arrived
at Santa Fe on 10 October 1848, whereupon Colonel John Washington was appointed the Civil and Military Governor of New
Mexico. He served in this capacity until 23 October 1849 when he
was transferred to Fort Constitution, New Hampshire.
In 1853 Colonel Washington embarked with the 3rd Artillery
which he then commanded, on the steamer San Francisco for
station on the west coast. During a violent storm off the mouth of
the Delaware, 178 artillerymen and four of their officers, including
Colonel Washington, were washed overboard and drowned. 7
REFERENCES
1. Francis B. Heitman, Historical Register of the U.S. Army (Washington, 1903),
1007.
z. Troye-Wentworth, Dictionary of American Biography (New York, 1936), 528.
3· Fairfax Downey, Sound of the Guns (New York, 1956), 101.
4· Oliver Lyman Spaulding, The United States in War and Peace (New York, 1937),
189-90.
5. Doniphan's Column was then approaching El Paso del Norte, having started from
Fort Leavenworth for Santa Fe on 5 June 1846, the same day Washington left
Carlisle Barracks.
6. Samuel E. Chamberlain, My Confession (New York, 1956), 240.
7· Troye-Wentworth, Dictionary of American Biography, 528.
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HISTORICAL NOTES

<

The Thomas School
AN OUTGROWTH of the Revolutionary Period in El Paso history was the
establishment in 1915 of the Thomas School, a private school for boys
and girls of grade school age. Named after its founder Miss Virginia
Thomas, a brilliant scholar, this two-teacher institution flourished for
several years until its need no longer existed.
First located at 6oo North Oregon Street, it shortly thereafter moved
across the street to the Brazos Flats at the corner of Oregon and Missouri
Streets where classes were held in the basement rooms.
The high-light of each school day was the arrival of young Warren
Pershing in what was called in those days a "glass wagon," a vehicle
seating three persons on each side, with glass windows along the sides
and back. Unfortunately the wagon was never late.
The picture on the opposite page, taken in January 1916, and identifications, were provided the Historical Society through the kindness of Colonel
Walter H Stevenson, U.S. Army, Retired, who with his sister Helen attended the school for two years.

Invitation from the Historical Society of New Mexico
THE HISTORICAL SociETY OF NEw MEXICO will hold its Annual Banquet
in Las Cruces at the Town and Country Restaurant on Saturday, November
19, at 7 p.m. The principal speaker will be Lawrence Clark Powell of the
University of California at Los Angeles. He will be introduced by Senator
Clinton P. Anderson. The theme of the banquet will be the Civil War
Centennial.
WilliamS. Wallace, Librarian of Highlands University and RecordingSecretary of the Society has kindly extended an invitation to all members
of the El Paso Historical Society to attend the banquet. Our president,
Mr. John Neff, will sit at the speaker's table. Let us go in a body and help
make this important meeting a very successful event.
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THE THOMAS SCHOOL
Front row, left to right: --, --, --, Helen Stevenson, Bruce Bevans, - Peticolas,
--, --, Warren Pershing, Sturdivant Todd, --, --, Totts Hardie, Herman Andreas.
Middle row, left to right: Charles Anderson, --, Volney Dixon, Jimmie Hardie, --,
--,--

Back row, left to right: Dick McMaster, Walter Stevenson, Ruth McDowell, --, Gene
Welch, --, --, --, Jim Turner.

Contributing Author's Contest
The SociETY will award three prizes for the best articles published in
the 1g6o Volume V of PAsswoRD- $10o, $5o, $25.
Enclosed with this issue is a Postcard Ballot for members to use in voting.
A committee appointed by the President will tally the votes and announce
the winners in the January issue. Cards must be mailed to the editor
NOT LATER THAN November zoth.
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BOOK

<

REVIEWS

DICTIONARY OF THE AMERICAN INDIAN
by John L. Stoutenburgh, ]r.
(New York: The Philosophical Library, 1960. )

THE PRESENT volume is the latest in a long series of dictionaries and
encyclopedias issued by the Philosophical Library. It costs ten dollars
and is described by the publishers as a book of '1asting value." For the
money it should be a better book.
Like other volumes issued by the same house, it insists first of all on
brevity. The word Apache, for instance, gets exactly eight lines, and is
not cross-referenced to any of the Apache subdivisions. The Navajos fare
a little better. They get eleven lines containing a few fragments of history.
At the same time Red Jacket, a Seneca who fought the British during the
Revolutionary War, gets eighteen lines. Chief Standing Bear of the Poncas
gets nineteen.
The book does contain a great many out-of-the-way references and
would be useful to a curious citizen who wanted rudimentary information.
For serious students it has little to offer and is certainly not in the same
class with Hodge's Handbook of Indians North of Mexico.

c. L. SONNICHSEN
GEORGE CURRY, 1861-1947, AN AUTOBIOGRAPHY
edited by H. B. Hening.
(Albuquerque, N. M.: The University of New Mexico Press, 1958. $6.so. )

IT WILL BE impossible for historians of the great Southwest in the future
to ignore this book. George Curry was a colorful and typical New Mexican. His experiences led him from errand boy in the early days of the
New Mexico Territory to the office of Territorial Governor. But those
experiences were played on a broader stage than Southeastern New Mexico. He made the acquaintance of Theodore Roosevelt in Rough Rider
days and became known nationally for his work in the Philippine Pacification struggles of the end of the Nineteenth century.
This is a tantalizing volume. Curry, in many places in his autobiography, throws new light upon the motives of political interests and
struggles in national and local affairs. He lived through some of the
stormy early days of violence in New Mexico and tabulates his own impression of the many sides to those controversies -and all with a judiciousness which apparently was ingrained in his personality. He held
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many offices from Sheriff in New Mexico to Police Chief of Manilla. As
a peace officer, whether in New Mexico or in the Philippines, his reputation was one for fairness and the even-handed prosecution of justice.
In the early days he was a Democrat. He turned Republican with
Theodore Roosevelt's rise to prominence and remained a staunch party
member the rest of his days. His was a most important role in obtaining
statehood for New Mexico and his story of the details of that struggle is
both interesting and important reading.
Curry was not a great introspective thinker. But he appears to have
been honest and from external and internal criticism tries to be as candid
in the telling of his history as it is possible for men to be. Thus, this is a
significant contribution to a growing literature on New Mexico history.
H. B. Hening, the editor, and the University of New Mexico Press are
both to be congratulated upon the publication of such an attractive and
useful book.
JACK L. CROSS
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CONTRIBUTORS
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REx E. GERALD is the Director of the Centennial
Museum at Texas Western College. He was born
in Stanton, Texas, and was graduated from Midland
High School. He received his B.A. (Anthropology)
at the University of Arizona and his M.A. (Anthropology) from the University of Pennsylvania. His
major interest is Southwestern archaeology with
recent concentration on the archaeology and ethnology of the late prehistoric and early historic
period of southern Arizona and New Mexico and the adjacent states of
Mexico.
BRIG. GENERAL GEORGE RuHLEN needs no introduction to readers of PASSWORD. He has contributed both articles and book reviews on the military
history of the Southwest. He only recently returned from a tour of duty
on Taiwan.

MRs. HELEN ORNDORFF is a teacher in the public
schools of El Paso. The present article is the third
in a series taken from her Master's thesis at TWC.

MAJOR RICHARD K. McMASTER is another frequent contributor to PASSWORD. His article, "Canby's Captains," will be published in the January
issue.
DR. C. L. SoNNICHSEN is the Dean of the Graduate School at TWC. He
is the author of eight books on the Southwest. His latest, "Tularosa," will
be reviewed in the January issue.
DR. JAcK L. CRoss is a former Assistant Professor of History at TWC. At
present he is Director of Publications at the University of Arizona.
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