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The YSLETA HISTORIC DISTRICT 
A Historical and Architectural 
Perspective 

6y Jfer6ert C. Morrow and 1(,aren Morrow 

HE EL PASO CITY COUNCIL CREATED THE 
Ysleta Historic District on June 10, 1986, and by this act 
it sanctioned the recognition and preservation of an area 

integral to the history of El Paso and Ciudad Juarez. The boundaries of 
the District encompass the center of a seventeenth-century community that 
has retained much of its historic character and cultural integrity. The 
District is spread out over a noncontiguous area and is less than two miles 
from the Rio Grande and the International Boundary. In recent years much 
of the agricultural land in the area has been sold, and housing and 
commercial developments surround the formerly rural community. 

Several thoroughfares important in the development of Ysleta pene
trate the District. What is now called the Mission Trail originated in the 
Spanish colonial era with the Chamuscado-Rodriguez Expedition in 1581 
and later became an alternate route of the Camino Real linking the 
communities of Ysleta, Socorro, and San Elizario. Ysleta has provided 
supplies and services to travelers on this route since the 1680s. The 
Zaragosa Road originated before the eighteenth century as a trail to the 
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salt deposits near the Guadalupe Mountains and as a connecting link to 
the San Antonio Trail. Old County Road, the last vestige of the narrow 
and winding thoroughfare that connected the valley towns and El Paso, 
originated in the nineteenth century. Alameda Street, which developed in 
the early twentieth century, is the most recent road in a long history of 
commercial thoroughfares affecting Y sleta. 

Dominated by the Y sleta Mission, the Y sleta Historic District has a 
high concentration of nineteenth-century buildings, a critical element in 
establishing the District. These residences and commercial structures 
constitute the bulk of the area's historic resources. Together with the 
mission they represent a cross section of the different architectural styles 
and periods of the rural Mexican-American settlement in the County, and 
they therefore contribute to the understanding of rural Mexican-American 
pioneer life in Texas and of the evolution of the architecture. 

Historical and Architectural Background 
Beginning with the Spanish and Tigua Indians in the seventeenth 

century, three waves of immigrants have formed the history of Ysleta. 
Each successive group has contributed to the distinctive architecture found 
in the area. 

The first families in Ysleta were from among Spanish and Tigua Indian 
refugees who fled northern New Mexico to escape the Pueblo Revolt 
against the Spaniards during the summer of 1680. In October of that year, 
several new settlements were established along the Rio Grande southeast 
of El Paso de! Norte (present Ciudad Juarez). The colony that was to 
become Ysleta started as two camps, one Spanish and the other Tigua 
Indian, with the mission of El Sanctissimo Sacramento reportedly located 
between the two camps. Spanish documents are not clear regarding the 
location of the camps and their exact distance from each other and from 
El Paso de! Norte. Some authorities believe that the original camps were 
farther to the southeast than the present Ysleta location and that by 1684 
they were moved closer to El Paso del Norte in the interest of protecting 
settlers from floods and from Indian raids. Other historians suggest that 
while there may have been some shifting of camp locations during these 
early years, the settlements remained in the approximate vicinity where 

Herbert C. Morrow is an anthropologist and architectural historian currently 
documenting historically significant buildings at Fort Bliss for the National Reg
ister of Historic Sites. The material for this article originated from data collected 
for recognition of the Ysleta area as a historically significant site. He has also 
taught at The University of Texas at El Paso and El Paso Community College. 
Karen Morrow is a teacher with the Ysleta Independent School District. 
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they were originally established. Whatever the case, the settlers soon 
began to spread out, acquiring land to. build houses, raise crops, and 
become self-sufficient. The first houses (none of which are known to have 
survived) were reportedly temporary with adobe walls and brush or thatch 
roofs. Gradually, as Spanish documents indicate, the two camps grew 
together to form one community in the interest of mutual economic and 
defensive needs. 

The original Ysleta Mission was probably built in 1680 as a small 
temporary structure of adobe and brush similar to the first structures built 
by both the Tigua and the Spaniards. The first permanent mission was not 
built until 1691. 

In 1692, shortly before the reconquest of New Mexico by the Span
iards based in the El Paso Mission Trail area, Governor Diego de Vargas, 
in ceremonies held in each community, formally gave to the missions title 
to their lands, buildings, and furnishings. However, records in the El Paso 
County Clerk's office reveal that the Pueblo of San Antonio de Ysleta was 
given a grant of land extending one league in each of four cardinal 
directions measured from the Ysleta Mission. The State of Texas recog
nized this grant of land in the Relinquishment Act of February 1, 1852. 

The second wave of settlers included Mexicans and New Mexicans 
who arrived during the early nineteenth century. In 1821, Ysleta and the 
other El Paso Valley towns and peoples became a part of the new country 
of Mexico. Very little change occurred during control by the Mexican 
administrations, and the people in the Ysleta area continued attending 
Mass, planting their crops, and plying their respective trades. They worried 
about attacks and thefts by the Apache Indians, but travel and trade over 
the Camino Real and its alternate route continued unabated. These immi
grants expanded the boundaries of Ysleta, building in familiar styles of 
architecture common to their homelands. Pueblo Indian stylistic influence 
merged with the flat-roof adobe styles from Spain and northern Mexico. 
Adobe brick houses, commercial buildings, and public buildings became 
larger, conforming to the style and plan presently seen in the District. 

The third wave of immigrants began after 1821 and became almost 
a flood of settlers after 1881. These immigrants were from different parts 
of the United States and Europe, and their migration to the El Paso Mission 
Trail area continues. Architectural styles and cultural influences from this 
last wave of immigrants affected the older, established Spanish Colonial, 
Pueblo, and Mexican styles, resulting in the emergence of the distinctive 
Mexican-American Rural Vernacular style in the area. 

American troops first came in force to the Ysleta region in 1846. 

161 



HERBERT C. MORROW AND KAREN MORROW 

Soldiers were garrisoned intermittently in the "Old Presidio" in San Eliza
rio and other valley locations until the beginning of the American Civil 
War. They patrolled the Mission Trail regularly from San Elizario, but 
the largest garrison of American troops was stationed in the El Paso area. 

About the same time, travel from the East to the West Coast increased 
dramatically, triggered by the 1849 Gold Rush to California. Travelers 
and traders, wagon trains and stage coaches passed through Ysleta. Some 
travelers found the way of life in the valley to their liking and stayed to 
open businesses, build houses, and raise families. 

During the 1870s and 1880s, Anglo-American influence affected 
Y sleta with new construction technology and the renovation of facades of 
older buildings. Territorial-style architectural features were added to older 
adobe buildings with uniform-size wood-panel milled doors, double-hung 
sash windows, board frames around doors and windows, and brick coping. 
Commercial enterprises with store-front displays on Alameda Street be
came common. By 1895, the YsletaLumberCompany and the Harris Flour 
Mill were in operation, and the buildings located around the Y sleta Mission 
were renovated in Territorial style. Most of the commercial buildings in 
the District were either built or remodeled during this time. The Y sleta 
Mission and nearby buildings went through similar renovation to a greater 
or lesser degree. 

Significant Sites in the Ysleta Historical District 
While buildings in the District range in date from the eighteenth 

century to the twentieth century, most of the structures were built between 
1850 and 1900 and retain a strong sense of the past. Also in the area is 
a former cemetery, historic acequias, and a plot of land that has been 
farmed continually for approximately three hundred years on the Ysleta 
Mission property. The streetscapes and the open spaces surrounding the 
Y sleta Mission are other important features. The streets follow the original 
plan represented on historic maps dating from the eighteenth century, 
although they have been paved, curbed, and signed for modern use. These 
streets have evolved over the centuries from footpaths used by the Indians 
to wagon and caravan trails and, in the present century, to county roads 
and city streets. 

The Y sleta Historic District abounds in architectural treasures-some 
on main thoroughfares, others hidden in neighborhoods off narrow, wind
ing sidestreets. The names used in identifying the buildings discussed in 
the following paragraphs are the historic or the commonly-used names, and 
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they may not be similar to the signs on the buildings. 

The most prominent building in the District is the Y sleta Mission 
(Misi6n de San Antonio de la Isleta de! Sur). Also known as Our Lady 
of Mount Carmel Church, the mission has been continuously used since 
1680, with slight interrruptions during rebuilding periods. The present 
building exhibits strong New Mexican and northern Mexico influence in 
its single nave, box-like form, the transept clerestory, and the eastern 
orientation of the front facade. 

Governor Don Antonio de Otermin and Father Leyva Ayeta estab
lished the church. Father Alvaro de Zavaleta served as the first priest, and 
the name given to the church was "Sacramento." When Governor Diego 
de Vargas granted the mission land in 1692, the church received the name 
"Misi6n de Corpus Cristi de los Tihuas de Ysleta." Later accounts of the 
church call it the "Misi6n de San Antonio de la Ysleta," acknowledging 
the dominant status of San Antonio as the patron saint among the Tigua. 

In 1870, Father Realy Vasquez blessed the first picture of Our Lady 
of Mount Carmel, starting the controversy that nearly destroyed the con
gregation. Over Tigua Indian protest, Bishop J. B. Salpointe appointed 
Our Lady of Mount Carmel as patroness in 1874. Thereafter, the name 
of the church was changed 
to Our Lady of Mount 
Carmel. The last action of 
the controversy took place 
when Father Lassaigne, in 
the 1890s, placed the statue 
of Our Lady of Mount 
Carmel on the main altar 
and moved the one of San 
Antonio to the side altar. 

Presently located on 
approximately seven acres 
of land at the southeastern 
corner of Alameda Street 
and Zaragosa Road, the 

The Ysleta Mission, c. 1880, 
sketched from a photo appear
ing in Cleo fas Calleros' The 
Mother Mission (El Paso: 
1952) 
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Ysleta Mission is possibly the fourth building constructed for the Ysleta 
del Sur Pueblo and the people of Ysleta. The 1680 structure was replaced 
about 1691 with a monumental-sized church, which was subsequently 
destroyed in the 1740 flood. W. H. Timmons wrote recently that the 
present building may have been built in 1851, after the 1744 church was 
destroyed in the flood of 1829. The current building is located on a rise 
of ground away from the original location to avoid damage from destruc
tive floods. 

During the last twenty years of the nineteenth century, the church 
changed significantly in appearance. However, alterations are difficult to 
date since there are no known surviving accountS of work done to the 
church. What little is known can be pieced together from old photographs 
and newspaper descriptions. The earliest known pictures show a square 
east facade with a small gable topped by a triangular pediment with two 
arched bell openings. At this time, it cannot be determined whether the 
gable was original to the building. It seems likely that sometime in the 
late 1880s or early 1890s, double-hung sash windows replaced the old-style 
square windows. In 1897, the bell tower was completed with the addition 
of the dome on top. On September 20, 1897, The Monday Morning 
Graphic reported that "the old church at Ysleta is being fitted out with a 
large and handsome dome, which will add much to the appearance of the 
church when completed." Also, about this time, a four-part circular 
window replaced the double-hung sash window above the main doors on 
the east facade. 

No known photographs of the interior exist before the 1907 fire, which 
destroyed the interior and the entire roof. The only known account of the 
interior is a brief description published after the fire in the El Paso Herald 
of May 15, 1901: 

The interior of the church was large and without seats of any kind, 
except near the altar, where of late years a number of benches have been 
placed. The walls were four feet, six inches thick, the windows high near 
the ceiling and iron barred. 

The church was rebuilt using the same adobe walls. The reconstruc
tion was largely the work of Father John Cordova. Photograph comparison 
shows that little was altered on the main walls, except for the east entrance 
facade. There has been almost no change in the exterior of the building 
since Cordova's work. 

In front of the Mission is an asphalt-paved parking area and a school 
playground. This area is the site of the former mission building, the town 
plaza, and the mission cemetery. Now, with a recently built kiosk, it is 
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the site of community fiestas. Also, the Tigua Indians annually use the 
space immediately in front of the mission for dances and ceremonials. 

Directly in front of the Mission and now housing Wyng's Restaurant, 
a Tigua Indian commercial and interpretative enterprise, the Alderete
Candelaria House (1875-1876) is one of the older buildings in the Historic 
District and retains many original features from the late nineteenth century. 
The exterior has new wood board and batten doors and new wood shutters. 
The patio wall has been rebuilt to its approximate original height. The 
interior ceiling is intact with round vigas, latias, and tules. During res
toration, the original hand-hewn lintels and fireplaces with oval hoods and 
rounded fireboxes were exposed and restored. The zaguan entry to the 
house and patio was also reopened. Interior and exterior renovations 
removed Territorial-style design features to emphasize Pueblo Indian 
elements. For instance, the interior walls were refinished to Pueblo Indian 
style (with painted Pueblo Indian designs), and bricks on the parapet and 
wood window trim were also removed. 

Across the street from the Tigua Indian commercial buildings and 
facing the Mission, the Gonzalez House (107 South Old Pueblo Road) 
dates from 1850 or earlier. With no visible foundation, the original 
rectangular structure has had additions to the rear over the years, and a 
flying buttress has been added to the southwest elevation. The white
painted adobe house is in good shape and has been in the Gonzalez family 
for several generations. 

Off Socorro Road on a quiet residential street where new and old 
houses intermingle is the Victoriano Huerta House (129 Gaspar). This 
adobe house, once part of a ten-acre farm with outbuildings, dates from 
1882, and an interesting story surrounds it. Supposedly, the former 
Mexican revolutionary and President Victoriano Huerta lived in the house 
during 1915-1916. To prevent his discovery by the Mexican and the 
American governments, he dressed as an old woman. Accompanied by 
his bodyguard and large guard dogs, he used to sit in the front yard to sun 
himself until he became ill and was admitted to a local hospital. 

Once part of a ten-acre farm with outbuildings, the house now stands 
alone. While changes have altered the surroundings, the building main
tains its character. 

Surrounded by a chain link fence on a dead-end street off Old Pueblo 
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Road, the Colmenero House (151 Irma) is one of the oldest buildings in 
the Historic District. It has original interior vigas and latias and natural 
dirt floors in part of the building. One part of the house has sealed doors 
and windows, and the stoop of the door seems to be below the present 
ground level. The Tigua Indians have used the Colmenero House as a 
ceremonial building (Tuthla). For many years, San Antonio Day fiestas 
and other ceremonials were held in the sala of the house. In the 1870s 
the building was also used as a jail where Comanche Indians were held 
captive after their defeat by the Tigua Indian Scouts at Hueco Tanks. 

Clustered within a block in the center of downtown Y sleta are several 
significant commercial buildings on Alameda Street. 

The Ysleta Lumber Company (1895), located at 9095 Alameda, is 
a good example of a late nineteenth-century Mexican-American Rural 
Vernacular Commercial style with Anglo-American influence. The brick 
facade on the front is probably from the original construction period and 
is Victorian Commercial style. 

Parts of the Lowenstein House (mid-nineteenth century or earlier) still 
stand at 9047, 9049, 9051, and 9053 Alameda Street. The Lowenstein 
family operated the Lowenstein Store (in time destroyed by fire) and lived 
in the large rambling adobe brick house now altered to fit commercial use. 
The 9051 and 9053 sections of the building are currently the residence of 
Gloria Meils, the former Gloria Lowenstein. The front of 9051 still has 
many original wood Territorial features and trim, including a triangular 
pedimented window with milled lumber frames and jambs and wood 
double-hung sashes. The doorway also retains the the triangula'I' pediment, 
wooden frame, and wood-paneled door. A wood and Spanish-tile sun
shade shelters the entrance. An adobe brick-and-plaster Pueblo Indian 
style beehive oven is in the rear yard. 

The Casino Bar (about mid-nineteenth century or earlier), at 9033 
Alameda Street, is a one-story adobe masonry building used for different 
commercial purposes during its history. Although remodeled throughout 
the years-including the addition of indoor bathrooms-the building retains 
its original integrity. 

The Brooks Hotel, as the building at 9044 Alameda is still called, was 
designed by architect Henry Trost It is a two-story, flat-roof adobe 
masonry building in the Spanish Colonial and Pueblo style with Anglo
American influence. Formerly the most prominent hotel in Ysleta, it 
housed school superintendents, teachers, and successful business people 
during the 1930s and 1940s. 
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Formerly the Brooks Hotel, this building at 9044 Alameda Street was designed 
by Henry Trost and constructed in the early 1930s. (Photo courtesy Herbert C. Morrow) 

The Harris Flour Mill (late nineteenth century), at 100 North Harris, 
sits on the corner of the busy intersection of Harris and Alameda Streets. 
On a 1927 map, this building appears to be the same size and shape as 
at present. Used as a flour mill before and just after the turn of the 
twentieth century, the building was a service station from the 1930s until 
the 1970s. The main street of Ysleta passes in front of the building in the 
same location as it did since the founding of the town. Eighteenth century 
and later maps show the continuous use of this area as the residential and 
commercial center of Y sleta. 

Ysleta Elementary School (9009 Alameda Street) was constructed in 
1915 by builder King Worley to replace the original Ysleta County 
Courthouse. The school is a good example of a brick twentieth-century 
Civic Victorian Revival style with Spanish Colonial Revival roof-line 
elements. These architectural features are best seen from the west side of 
the building because of recent additions. Adobe walls still exist as part 
of the original foundation and basement. The facade and interior of this 
building remain remarkably intact from the original construction. 

In a secluded area off Old County Road, at 121 Borunda Lane, stands 
the Borunda House. This formerly rectangular house with an enclosed 
patio retains approximately one half its original construction. Built by 
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Price Cooper, a prominent business
man who operated the stage and 
freight line in Ysleta, the Borunda 
House rests on a low hill that sets it 
off from the surrounding neighbor
hood. The same family has owned 
the house since its construction some
time between 1850 and 1870. The 
west wings have been demolished, 
but the remaining U-shaped building 
still reflects the character of a Span
ish colonial estancia. Family oral 
history accounts include a story of 
Indians who climbed onto the roof 
intending to shoot arrows down the 
chimney and then enter the house 
through it. The original exterior had 
small doorways and no windows 
so as to provide more security for 
the house. 

The doorway of the Borunda House, 
121 Borunda Lane. The house was built 
by Price Cooper between 1850 and 
1880. (Photo cowtesy Herber/ C. Morrow) 

On the right bank of the Jomado Acequia at the intersection of Old 
County Road and Whitney Way stands the (unmarked) Tigua Indian 
Ceremonial Shrine known as the "Center of the Tigua Indian Pueblo." 
The Tigua Indians make an annual pilgrimage to the shrine in preparation 
for the ceremony held on the Saint Anthony Feast Day in June. They 
believe that the shrine is the traditional "center" of the Tigua Indian Pueblo, 
a belief apparently originating from Spanish Land Grants dating from 1692 
and from oral-history traditions. 

The Romero House, at 8812 Old County Road, is believed to have 
been built about 1856 by the Romero Family. This adobe brick building 
has a flat parapet with Spanish-style coping and metal canales and an 
enclosed shed-roof porch. The deed was registered in the County records 
in 1868. The property may have been part of the Price Cooper Stage and 
Freight Line until the line went out of business after the arrival of the 
railroad in the area in 1881. The building across the street from the Romero 
House, on Whitney Way, may have been a stage and freight stop. Sup
posedly, Price Cooper owned the land on which this building is located, 
but there is no mention of a house. Various families, including the Lowries 
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and Whitneys, and the current resident, Kate Waugh, have successively 
owned the house through the years. 

The Texas Rangers Headquarters and Officers Quarters, 8729 and 
8626 Old County Road respectively, were built in the 1870s and are now 
apartment houses. Both are good examples of adobe buildings in the 
Mexican-American Rural Vernacular style with Territorial-style influence. 
The Post Headquarters has two surviving outbuildings, the former Enlisted 
Men's Barracks, and a Saddle and Tack Shop. These buildings, also 
apartment houses now, are located next to the former headquarters build
ing. The structure which was once the Officers Quarters is a one-and-two 
story adobe brick masonry building with a two-story hipped roof central 
addition. This is the only building of its type in the El Paso area. 

Formerly the Texas Rangers Post Headquarters, this building at 8626 Old 
County Road was constructed in the 1870s as part of the Texas Rangers Post. 
(Photo courtesy Herbert C. Morrow) 

Still in use as a school, Ysleta High School was built in 1923, its 
original section designed by architect Henry Trost in the brick Victorian 
and Spanish Colonial Revival Civic style with Greek Revival influence in 
the arches, arcade, and roofline parapet treatment. This architectural style 
was maintained during the additions to the east side of the building in the 
1930s and 1940s. Enlarging the building in overall length, these additions 
retain the mass, character, and flavor of the original construction. 
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Located on one of the oldest streets in Y sleta and on the left bank of 
the Franklin Canal, the Archuleta House (201 North Zaragosa Road) dates 
from about 1850. The building is believed to have been in the Archuleta 
family from its earliest construction. It is a good example of a Mexican
American Rural Vernacular style with Territorial and Anglo-American 
additions and influence. A portion of the building was demolished when 
the street was widc- ~d; but even with alterations, the house reflects the 
character of traditional residences. The adobe walls of the house are 
reported to be three feet in diameter. 

The Y sleta Historic District stands as a monument to the people who 
worked, prayed, and carved out lives within its boundaries. Indians, 
Spaniards, Mexicans, Americans, and Europeans-all brought cultures that 
eventually mingled and created something unique at this busy crossroads 
in the El Paso Valley. For some it was a gateway to someplace else; for 
others it was the end of the journey. Those who stayed built their homes, 
established their businesses, and erected their houses of worship. Few of 
these buildings remain, but those that do must be treasured as reminders 
of the diverse peoples who successfully blended the old and the new to 
create a livable, practical, yet distinctive architecture. -er 
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THREE STOPOVERS 
in EL PASO 

6y 'Evan Jfaywooa .9lntone 

HREE AMERICAN AUTHORS WHO ARE EMERG
ing as literary legends of the twentieth century were all 
overnight visitors to the Pass of the North, and all left 

evidence that they passed this way. 
I 

For F. Scott Fitzgerald (1896-1940), the El Paso stopover occurred 
about January 15, 1927, as a result of the author's constant concern for 
his health, a concern which at times became hypochondria. The previous 
month, Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald and their daughter Scottie, five years 
of age, had returned from their second trip to Europe, an extended resi
dence which had lasted from May, 1924, to December 10, 1926, when they 
sailed from Genoa on the Conte Biancamano.1 Following their return to 
the United States, the Fitzgeralds visited his parents in Washington, D. C., 
and then Zelda's family in Montgomery, Alabama, where they left their 
daughter for a longer visit with her grandmother and grandfather Sayre. 
John Considine of United Artists had asked Scott Fitzgerald to come to 
Hollywood to do "a fine modern college story for Norma Talmadge." 
Fitzgerald agreed to go for $3,000 down and $8,500 on acceptance of the 
story. Scott and Zelda boarded the Southern Pacific for Los Angeles and, 
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after two days and nights on the train, 
they began to approach El Paso. The 
longer the miles, the more nervous 
and apprehrnsive Scott became. Soon 
he was nauseated and had a continu
ous pain in his side. The thirty-one
year-old author of three novels and 
three collections of short stories2 felt 
claustrophobia in his Pullman com
partment and train sickness as he tried 
to make his way to and from the club 
car where setups were available. By 
the time they neared El Paso, 
Fitzgerald believed he had appendici
tis and insisted that he and Zelda F. Scott Fitzgerald 
should leave the train so he could check into a hospital. The thought of 
two more days and nights on a train which seemed to crawl through the 
bleak Southwestern desert proved more than Fitzgerald could bear. 

They knew no one in El Paso, but after the train pulled into the Union 
Depot the Fitzgeralds got off. In January, 1927, El Paso's population was 
approximately 100,000 and the hotel accomodations were limited.3 Most 
hotels were located near the Union Depot and included the Paso del Norte, 
the Knox, and two which stood "on the plaza," Hotel Orndorff and Hotel 
Sheldon.4 Because the Fitzgeralds were accustomed to some of the better 
hostelries of Europe and America, they probably selected the best which 
El Paso had to offer-the Paso del Norte or the Orndorff. Whether they 
called a doctor in El Paso is not ascertainable. But certainly their overnight 
stop had a therapeutic effect on Scott Fitzgerald. Later, writing from Los 
Angeles, Zelda described the stopover in a letter to her daughter: "Daddy 
got so nervous [on the train trip west] he thought he had appendicitis so 
we had to get out and spend the night at a place called El Paso on the 
Mexican border-but he was well by the time we got to the hotel."5 The 
next day he was ready to depart for Los Angeles. 

Dr. Evan Haywood Antone, an associate professor of English at The University 
of Texas at El Paso, holds the Ph.D. degree from the University of California at 
Los Angeles, his specialty being American literature. He is the author of four 
books: Tom Lea, His Life and Work; William Farah, Industrialist; Portals at the 
Pass; and From Strength to Strength, a centennial history of First Presbyterian 
Church of El Paso. He is a former two-term president of the Historical Society 
(1979 and 1980). 
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II 
For Ernest Hemingway (1898-1961), El Paso served as a stopover not 

once, but twice as he travelled by automobile across the United States. The 
first stop occurred in 1941, the second in 1959. Both are recounted in 
Carlos Baker's definitive biography of Hemingway. 

On December 3, 1941, Ernest Hemingway and his third wife, Martha 
Gellhorn Hemingway,6 left their home near Sun Valley, Idaho, en route 
to San Antonio, Texas. They drove to the Grand Canyon, where they 
stopped on December 4, then on to Phoenix and Tucson for short visits. 
On Sunday, December 7, about noontime, "they were crossing the Texas 
border on the way to San An,tonio when news of the Pearl Harbor disaster 
reached them by radio. "7 Thus the author of four novels, three collections 
of short stories, and two books of essays8 learned that World War II had 
come to the United States as he drove through the El Paso Southwest and 
listened to his car radio. He reacted explosively, according to Baker. He 
stewed about the news all the way from El Paso to San Antonio, where 
he continued to rant about "the loss of the capital ships at Pearl Harbor 
and the planes at Hickman Field. "9 

Eighteen years later, Ernest Hemingway passed through El Paso once 
again. He had published relatively little during these years, 10 but he had 
been awarded both the Pulitzer and the Nobel prizes for literature. 11 This 
trip, he was accompanied by his fourth wife, Mary Welsh Hemingway. 12 

He was in his sixtieth year and his health was more improved than it had 
been at any time since the 1954 plane crash at Butiaba, Africa. The 
Hemingways had made arrangements to go to Spain to visit Ernest's 
longtime friend Nathan (Bill) Davis. 
They left Ketchum, Idaho, 13 in mid
March in a rented car. Aaron E. 
Hotchner accompanied Ernest and 
Mary for the long drive to New Or
leans, where they planned to embark 
for Havana. 

In his book titled Papa Heming
way, Hotchner describes their 1959 
trip: "The route Ernest had chartered 
took us due south through Phoenix, 
then to Texas and the Mexican bor
der, following the Rio Grande from 
El Paso to the Gulf of Mexico."14 

According to Hotchner, Ernest favored Ernest Hemingway 
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the automobile as a mode of travel, for "it was the best way to see the 
countryside, the most mobile, and it kept him safe from contact with his 
fellow travelers."15 The three spent the first night in Elko, Nevada, then 
two days in Las Vegas, and on to Phoenix and Tucson. 

In El Paso, they checked into the La Fonda Motel, at that time one 
of El Paso's better motels, located at 5301 Alameda. A woman named 
Mabel Prewitt Jennings worked as night clerk at La Fonda. Her son, Scott 
Prewitt, worked with me in the advertising department of Newspaper 
Printing Corporation, publishers agent of El Paso Times and El Paso 
Herald-Post. When she returned home from work, Mrs. Jennings told her 
son that a celebrity had been a guest of the motel that night. "Ernest 
Hemingway!" she exclaimed. "He talked with me at the register when he 
checked in. Then he, his wife, and his friend ate in the dining room. What 
a fantastic man he is! He charmed everyone at the motel." 

That same morning, Prewitt told me that the famous Hemingway was 
in town. I quickly drove to La Fonda, hoping to interview him. But he 
and his party had departed. The room where he stayed still stands, but 
the motel has been converted into a clinical laboratory. Today, as I drive 
over the Alameda overpass and look down on the former La Fonda Motel, 
I realize that I may be the only person in El Paso who knows for a fact 
that one night in March, 1959, Ernest Hemingway slept there! 

III 
On Sunday, November 19, 1950, between three and four o'clock in 

the afternoon, the Sunset Limited approached Union Station in El Paso, 
Texas, en route from Los Angeles to New Orleans. Aboard one of the 
Pullman sleepers were William Carlos Williams (1883-1963) and his wife, 
Floss. Both looked forward to arriving in El Paso, where they would be 
met by Williams' longtime friend Robert McAlmon, who in the 1920s had 
been an active member of the literary avant-garde in New York and France 
but who was now ekeing out a living in El Paso selling medical trusses 
for Southwest Surgical Systems. 16 The stopover would provide rest and 
respite for the Williamses from their busy West Coast lecture tour, where 
Williams had spent three weeks reading his poems, meeting literature 
classes, lecturing on poetry and fiction, and going to one reception after 
another. 

Williams' El Paso visit became a source for tw_o of his most important 

Opposite: Three 1950 postcards depicting El Paso scenes which inspired prominent 
imagery in two poems written by William Carlos Williams after his El Paso visit. 
(Courtesy Mary Ann Antone Collection) 
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late poems, "The Desert Music" (1951) and "The Sparrow" (1955). The 
visit is discussed in Williams' Autobiography (388-89), in Paul Mariani's 
biography of Williams (626-27), in Shennan Paul's The Music of Survival, 
and in "Desert Music: Carlos Williams in the Great Southwest," by Hugh 
Witemeyer and E. P. Walkiewicz. 

After Bob McAlmon met the Williamses at Union Station, he escorted 
them to a downtown hotel where he had made reservations for them to 
spend the next three days. Later, Williams walked through San Jacinto 
Plaza, at that time a tree-filled block featuring a circular cement pool and 
fountain in its middle. Williams en
joyed watching the sparrows in the 
Plaza and the alligators lounging in 
the sun near the pool behind a protec
tive stone railing, and he mentioned 
this scene in "The Sparrow." And 
also in "The Desert Music": " ... about 
a million/sparrows screaming their 
heads off/in the trees of that small 
park where/the bosses stop .... " 

During Williams' stay in El Paso, 
he, Floss, Robert McAlmon, and other 
friends (Eleanor Greet Cotton and 
George McAlmon, Jr., of El Paso)17 

took a stroll over the Rio Grande to 
sightsee and have dinner. This is the William Carlos Williams 

bridge at the heart of "The Desert Music," the bridge where Williams was 
struck by the sight of a vagabond sleeping huddled up by the iron girders 
near the walkway ("umecognizable/in the semi-dark/ ... /What a place to 
sleep!/on the International Boundary"). Two postcards of the bridge from 
the period show both its genteel accomodations for tourists desiring to 
cross on foot, car, or trolley, and how bare and exposed the vagabond's 
perch by the girders must have been when Williams passed by. 

After Williams returned East, he sent a postcard to Bob McAlmon at 
his employer's address, postmarked November 22, 1950. Williams chose 
the one showing the entrance to the bridge, and wrote on the back: "It's 
been a wonderful experience being here and seeing you again. This bridge 
symbolizes some not soon to be forgotten hour."18 

And so it was that three distinguished American writers of the early 
twentieth century stopped in El Paso. Of William Carlos Williams' visit, 

176 



THREE STOPOVERS 

we can say with certainty that at least two local features-the San Jacinto 
Plaza and the International Bridge-made a profound impact. To F. Scott 
Fitzgerald, El Paso may have been, in Zelda's words, only "a place ... on 
the Mexican border" where he found welcome rest for a night. And to 
Ernest Hemingway, El Paso may have remained memorable as the place 
where he first heard the news of the bombing of Pearl Harbor.~ 

NOTES 

1. For a detailed account of these years, see Arthur Mizener, The Far Side of Paradise 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1949), 203. 

2. This Side of Paradise (1919), Flappers and Philosophers (1920), The Beautiful and 
Damned (1922), Tales of the Jazz Age (1922), The Great Gatsby (1925), and All the Sad 
Young Men (1926). 

3. El Paso City Directory 1927 (El Paso: Hudspeth Directory Co.), 7. 
4. The following year, the Orndorff was renamed Hotel Hussman, and later it became Hotel 

Cortez. The Sheldon was torn down to make way for the Hotel Hilton, later renamed 
the Plaza Hotel. 

5. Nancy Milford, Zelda: A Biography (New York: Haiper & Row, 1970), 127. 
6. Ernest met Martha in 1936, married her on November 21, 1940, and divorced her on 

December 21, 1945. 
7. Carlos Baker, Ernest Hemingway: A Life Story (New York: Scribner's, 1968), 469. 
8. The Sun Also Rises (1926), A Farewell to Arms (1929), To Have and Have Not (1937), 

For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940); In Our Time (1924), Men Without Women (1927), 
The Fifth Column and the First Forty-Nine Stories (1928), Winner Tau Nothing (1933); 
Death in the Afternoon (1932), Green Hills of Africa (1935). 

9. Baker, 470. 
10. Men at War (1942), Across the River and Into the Trees (1950), The Old Man and the 

Sea (1952). 
11. Pulitzer Prize, 1952; Nobel Prize, 1954. 
12. Ernest met Mary in 1944, married her on March 14, 1946. She survived as his widow. 
13. Ketchum, Idaho, is a tiny hamlet of 746 residents located in the foothills of the Sawtooth 

Mountains, one mile from the Sun Valley ski resort. 
14. A. E. Hotchner, Papa Hemingway (New York: Schribner's, 1966), 223. 
15. Ibid., 224. 
16. For a treatment of Robert McAlmon's life, his activities among the avant-garde artists 

of the 1920s, and his residence in El Paso, see James K. P. Mortensen, "Robert McAlmon, 
Repatriate in El Paso," Password, XXIX, 4 {Winter, 1984), 171-176. 

17. Mortensen, 176. 
18. Williams' card to McAlmon quoted courtesy of the Collection of American Literature, 

The Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University . 

. · ..... ·.··.· Your editor is piease<l to announce a . new . bOOkby Ma~tha 
Patterson Peterson; a member of the Password editorial board. 
~11titled Hqt Biscuit} and Sorghum Molasses ancfpubii~hed by 
Nf arigall Books Of Ef Pa$o. if foils llie story . of the aiillio?$. piblleef 

. Te~asforebears, arriong whom were l3en Milam, the Texas hero/arid 
·Collin McKinney, a. sigher• oftheTexas . Declaration of IhdepeI1~ · 
dencc'. Its carefulscholarship, spirited style, and many hisforical 
ph9tographs make it ayaluaqle col1tributiol} t6 therec;qtdofdeecis 
great and small whichhelpedto shape Texas. / ··········· 

177 



THE COLUMBIAN QUINCENTENARY 
El Paso Documentary I 
The Significance of the Espejo-Beltran Expedition 

6y 'W. 9-f. 'Timmons 

Editor's Note: W. H. Timmons, Professor Emeritus of History at The 
University of Texas at El Paso and the author of the prize-winning book El 
Paso: A Borderlands History (Texas Western Press, 1990), has prepared this 
article as the first in a series in observance of the Columbian Quincentenary 
marking the 500th anniversary of Columbus' discovery, which at length 
resulted in two and a half centuries of Spanish rule in the American Southwest. 
The document reproduced here is a page from Espejo' s narrative, which Dr. 
Timmons copied in the Archivo de /ndias in Sevilla, Spain. 

iT 
HE GLOWING ACCOUNTS OF THE NEW DISCOVERIES 
made by the Rodrfguez-Chamuscado expedition of 1581-1582 
spread rapidly throughout the northern frontier of the Viceroyalty 

of New Spain, fired imaginations, and stimulated activity. Moreover, in 
the northern outpost of Santa Barbara there was the greatest concern for 
the safety of Fray Agustin Rodriguez and Fray Francisco L6pez, the two 
Franciscans who had remained in New Mexico to continue their missionary 
work among the natives. 

In Santa Barbara a Franciscan named Bernardino Beltran sought 
authority to send a rescue mission to New Mexico, and undertook a search . 
for a suitable leader to command the military escort. Residing in Santa 
Barbara at this time was wealthy Antonio de Espejo, who had fled to the 
frontier as a fugitive from justice for the murder of two ranch hands and 
who was seeking an opportunity to vindicate himself of his guilt. Espejo 
therefore offered his services to Fray Beltran and agreed to join and finance 
an expedition to rescue the two friars. 

The Espejo-Beltran expedition, consisting of fourteen soldiers, ser
vants, 115 horses and mules, arms, munitions, and provisions, left San 
Bartolome, a mining outpost nine leagues north of Santa Barbara, on 
November 10, 1582. One month later the expedition reached the juncture 
of the Conchas and the Rio Grande, which Espejo named "Rio del Norte." 
Up the river the group came to a nation which Espejo called the Jumanos. 
These people gave the Spaniards food and told them that some years before 
three Christians and a negro (no doubt Cabeza de Vaca and his compan
ions) had passed through the area. In January, 1583, the expedition entered 
the El Paso region, inhabited by the Suma and Manso Indians. Later that 
month as they followed the Rio Grande, Espejo reported "a large black 
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rock," a possible reference to Elephant Butte. 
Arriving at the southernmost pueblos of New Mexico in February, 

Espejo learned that both Fray Rodriguez and Fray L6pez had been killed 
by the Indians. Fray Beltran therefore proposed that the expedition should 
return since the fate of the two missionaries had been determined, but 
Espejo, whose leadership was unchallenged by this time, insisted on further 
explorations in the hope of finding riches. From March to July, 1583, the 
party explored extensively in present-day western New Mexico and north
ern Arizona, covering much of the same territory explored by Coronado 
some forty years earlier, and reported the finding of silver mines. Mean
while Beltran and several others had returned to Santa Barbara. 

In June, 1583, Espejo and his companions turned their attention to the 
country to the east. They entered the Pecos valley, followed the river 
southward, and at length arrived in San Bartolome on September 10, 1583, 
after an absence of ten months. Espejo's report of rich silver mines and 
natives of an advanced cultural level who would be receptive to conver
sion, whether true or not, so aroused the interest of the Spanish crown that 
the occupation and colonization of New Mexico became official policy for 
the remainder of that decade. There were numerous applicants, including 
Espejo, for the necessary authorization to conquer and colonize New 
Mexico, but all were denied until 1595, when Juan de Oi'late gained 
approval of the Spanish crown for this important assignment. -CC 

~~:~~ ,,., 
BIBLIOGRAPHY, YSLET A DISTRICT. .. continued from page 170 

Department of Planning, Research, and Development, El Paso's Historic Districts (City of 
El Paso, Texas, 1986). 

Decorrne. Gerardo, S. J., "The Missions of the El Paso Valley" (Unpublished; Microfilm copy 
in the El Paso Public Library, N. D., c. 1926). 

El Paso Herald, May 15, 1907; November 5, 1909. 
Fewkes, Jesse Walter, "The Pueblo Settlement Near El Paso, Texas" American Anthropolo

gist, No. 4, 1902. 
Kemp, Maury, "Memoirs of Maury Kemp" (Unpublished Typescript, El Paso Public Library). 
Gebhard, David, "Some Additional Observations on California's Monterey Tradition," Jour

nal of the Society of Architectural Historians, XLVI, 2 (1987). 
Glassie, Henry, Folk Housing in Middle Virginia (University of Tennessee Press). 
Hackett, Charles W. (Editor), Historical documents Relating to New Mexico, Nueva Vizcaya, 

and Approaches thereto to 1773 (From Documents Collected by Adolph and Fanny 
Bandelier, Vol. III, Washington, D. C., 1937). 

Ilarregui, Salazar Jose, Linea Divisoria Entre Mexico y Los Estados Unidos (Copy in the 
Department of Planning, Research and Development, City of El Paso). 

Kirker, Harold, "The Role of Hispanic Kinships in Popularizing the Monterey Style in 
California, 1836-1846," Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians, XUII, 3, 
1984). 

Kubler, George, Mexican Architecture of the Sixteenth Century (Westport, Conn: Greenwood 
Press, 1948). 

.. . continued on page 196 

180 



it;:"l..:-: 
~· ~ ...... , ... ~ 

h. 

t 
/ ...... 

/ JI 

I 
~j~~ .. -a . 

., 

1 . • 

CHARLES LELAND SONNICHSEN 
An American Pragmatist 

6y S. <jail Afil{er 

CURSORY GLANCE AT THE WRITTEN WORK 
product of Charles Leland Sonnichsen attests to a pro
digious contribution to the history of the Southwest. By 

1972, the distinguished scholar at The University of Texas at El Paso had 
published thirteen books in an academic environment which only mildly 
encouraged research. Over fifty articles in scholarly journals and popular 
magazines bore his name, as did numerous book reviews in a stunning 
variety of magazines. 

Dr. Sonnichsen, affectionately known as "Doc," retired (in 1972) from 
a forty-one year career at the El Paso institution of higher learning and 
moved to Arizona with his wife, Carol, to assume the editorship of the 
Journal of Arizona History. When he died at his home in Tucson on the 
morning of June 29, 1991, he had written a total of twenty-seven books. 
Since 1981, he had specialized in Western humor, editing a series of 
anthologies beginning with The Laughing West (1988) and evolving into 
a state-by-state record: Texas Humoresque (1990), Arizona Humoresque 
(scheduled for 1992) and New Mexico Humoresque (under contract). 

e Copyright 1991 S. Gail Miller 
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The life and work of Charles Leland Sonnichsen can both be viewed 
as a case study in the positive aspects of American pragmatistm, the roots 
of which lie in his family history. His grandfather, Mom Melf Sonnichsen, 
was thirty-one years old when he stepped off the gangplank of the Deutsch
/and sailing ship in New York harbor in 1866 accompanied by his family. 
His grandmother, Jette, died in 1876. The widower eventually settled in 
northern Iowa between Fonda and Newell in Buena Vista County, where 
he set about caring for his eight motherless children. M. M. died in the 
fall of 1921, the year his grandson, Charles Leland Sonnichsen, began his 
sophomore studies at the University of Minnesota. 

M. M.'s son Henry had married Mary Hults on December 12, 1899, 
and for a few years raised com on rented land near the little town of Fonda, 
Iowa. In the tradition of first-generation Americans of that era, Henry and 
Mary Sonnichsen's lives were long on hard work and short on education, 
neither having completed but a few semesters of high school. Charles 
Leland Sonnichsen was born on September 20, 1901, the first of three boys. 
His mother named him Charles after her uncle, Charles Clifton, a Univer
sity of Indiana-trained Methodist preacher, and called him Leland, after 
nobody in particular. In 1903, Henry, an asthmatic, moved from the 
humidity of the Iowa country to Hancock, a village in Stevens County, 
Minnesota, where two more sons were born, Lloyd in 1904 and Harold 
in 1912. In 1916, Henry moved again, this time to a farm near Waldena, 
where he carried mail, cut wood, and raised horses. The middle boy, Lloyd, 
died in 1917, but Leland and Harold attended Waldena High School, from 

which Leland graduated near the top of his class in 1920. 
If it hadn't been for Valborg Sund, the beautiful teacher of French and 

English at Waldena High School, Mary Sonnichsen's eldest boy would 
have attended Carleton College at Northfield, Minnesota, as his mother 
wished. Her son's wishes prevailed, however, and in September, 1920, 
young Leland entered the University of Minnesota, Valborg Sund's alma 
mater. He graduated cum Laude four years later with a major in literature 
and a minor in Italian. At Minnesota, he had also learned to get by on 
two meals a day, to play tennis and the guitar, and to wait on tables; and 
he developed an ear and a life-long appreciation for classical music by 
taking advantage of twenty-cent symphony tickets. 

Following a two-year teaching position at St. James School, a military 
academy at Faribault, Minnesota, he began graduate work at Harvard, 
where one of his favorite extracurricular activities was singing second 

S. Gail Miller,formerly a staff writer for The University of Texas at El Paso News 
and Publications Office, lives in San Antonio. 
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tenor with the Harvard Glee Club. Returning from the Club's annual spring 
tour in 1927, he accepted an offer as an instructor at Carnegie Tech in 
Pittsburgh. Two years later he returned to Harvard to earn a Ph.D. He 
then boarded a train to El Paso, Texas, where he had been engaged by the 
Texas College of Mines and Metallurgy to teach the summer session of 
1931. He paid for the 2,000-mile, four-day train trip with $300 he had 
just won in the Bowdoin competition for the best essay on a literary topic. 

As the train chugged toward the border between the United States and 
Mexico, the young man prepared for his two classes-"The English Novel" 
and "American Literature." Here he was on familiar ground. Outside the 
train, however, the landscape was growing less recognizable-changing 
dramatically, in fact, to the bleakness of desert terrain. When he alighted 
from the train at the El Paso Union Depot on the morning of June 3, 1931, 
he was a few months shy of his thirtieth birthday and just about the same 
age his grandfather had been when he docked at New York some sixty
five years before. 

His first view of the college where he was to spend the summer did 
little to inspire him-as he would relate fifty-seven years later in his 
Introduction to Nancy Hamilton's UTEP: A Pictorial History of The 
University of Texas at El Paso (1988): 

... [it] was part of the University of Texas family, but to me it looked like 
the poorest of relations. Four odd-looking buildings out in the rocky 
landscape, a mile and a half north of downtown El Paso, grouped casually 
around a tall, discouraged-looking hill as if someone had tossed them 
there. A power house and a small stuccoed residence were in the area 
(it could hardly be called a campus). That was all. No paving. No 
landscaping. No people .... I had a hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach 
as I looked around .... 

Sonnichsen began teaching English classes in the Metallurgy Building 
while a local committee raised money to meet the College's payroll. Also 
at this time the fledgling outpost of higher education was struggling to 
fulfill requirements for teacher-education courses and the new Bachelor of 
Arts degree authorized by the University of Texas Board of Regents that 
July. As the summer session drew to a close, and having heard nothing 
from the Harvard Placement Office, Dr. Sonnichsen went to President John 
G. Barry's downtown Mills Building office to see about staying on. He 
was hired as an Associate Professor of English at a salary of $3,000 for 
the nine-month, 1931-32 academic year. During the first fall faculty 
meeting, he learned he was one of the college's six doctors, and the only 
one without a department. Two years later, Professor E. A. Drake, 
Chairman of the English Department, retired, and Dr. Sonnichsen became 

183 



S. GAIL MILLER 

the English Department head, a post he held until 1960, when he went on 
to serve as the Graduate Dean for seven years, receiving an appointment 
in 1966 as the H. Y. Benedict Professor of English. 

Early in his career as a member of the regular faculty at Texas College 
of Mines, Dr. Sonnichsen demonstrated his pragmatism. Asked by Presi
dent Barry to teach a course in Southwestern literature, he expressed 
surprise, pointing out that he knew nothing about the field and that Leon 
D. Moses was doing a good job with the course already. President Barry 
did not heed Sonnichsen's arguments and Moses offered no objections, so 

Dr. Charles Leland Sonnicbsen as he appeared c. 1970. (Photo courtesy 
Texas Western Press and with the assistance of James W. Ward) 
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the Harvard-trained English professor created and taught a course called 
"Life and Literature of the Southwest." In time, it became somewhat of 
a legend. Pioneered by the folklorist J. Frank Dobie at the University of 
Texas, the subject matter received a thorough and unique treatment in 
Sonnichsen's capable hands. He constantly revised and updated the 
material which over the years was buttressed by a 103-page hectographed 
bibliography of Southwestern works: "The Southwest: The Record in 
Books, 1969 Revision." He presented the classroom lectures in a manner 
that left students with an indelible memory of both the subject and the 
professor who taught it. On the last day of the class each semester, he 
strummed his guitar in accompaniment to intrinsically Southwestern songs
verses from "The Chisholm Trail," "The Streets of Laredo," and a host of 
others. (He was still singing Southwestern songs three days before he died. 
By way of explaining about the humor of the southwest, he sang a verse 
of "Sweet Betsy from Pike" over the din of the Oklahoma City Sheraton 
Hotel's coffee shop during the annual Western Writers of America con
vention: "They soon reached the desert, where Betsy gave out,/ And down 
in the sand she lay rolling about;/ While Ike, half distracted, looked on 
with surprise,! Saying, Betsy, get up, you'll get sand in your eyes.") 

A second circumstance that set the young Dr. Sonnichsen on the path 
of Southwest literature was the absence at the Texas College of Mines of 
library holdings covering seventeenth- and eighteenth-century literature. 
In the mid-1930s, he therefore abandoned his study of Samuel Butler, the 
English satirical poet, in favor of discovering more about the Jaybird
W oodpecker feuds around the tum of the twentieth century. After spending 
a month in Houston and Richmond, Texas, doing research, he pieced 
together an account based on old courthouse records, government archives 
and interviews with oldtimers, some of whom had first-hand knowledge 
of the events in question; he included as well the history of the El Paso 
Salt War of 1877. But the resulting volume was rejected by publishers. 
Undaunted, he decided in the summer of 1933 to write an account of all 
Texas feuds in one book. 

He married Augusta Jones that year too; she bore him three children
Philip, Mary Augusta, and Nancy. The couple were divorced in 1950. In 
1956 he married Carol Wade. 

Sonnichsen' s foray into the history of feuding factions in Texas had 
opened a door to a kind of scholarship he would later describe as "grass
roots history." As the novelist Benjamin Capps said, "I believe he found 
himself in a crossroads of cultures and styles of life, a kind of meeting 
place of history and the modem world, and the region presented him with 
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a challenge, so he seized it. Or it seized him. Fortunately, neither the 
one nor the other has ever let go." 

Pragmatism, as method, permeated his work. He dealt, always, with 
the interrelatedness of historical facts, a practice requiring the use of 
various source materials with equanimity. Traditional scholars and his
torians of a more purist bent eschewed his m~thods, particularly his use 
of the tools of fiction. His fluid, narrative style put his characters in the 
context of their time and place. To Sonnichsen, weather conditions and 
nature's seasons made a difference to the interpretation of mere facts. He 
made a people's landscape an essential paradigm encompassing all aspects 
of the notion that landscape profoundly affects character. It is a salient 
feature of his work. Sonnichsen created for all time a method through 
which the life and literature of the Southwest would endure west of the 
Pecos River. 

He is remembered by his students as a great teacher and by his 
colleagues with a fondness mixed with admiration. Building on a well
spring of inborn talent, he nurtured multi-dimensional skills as a scholar, 
teacher, and university administrator. Through an unparalleled wit and 
capacity for pitiless criticism untainted by a trace of meanness, he touched 
the lives of everyone whose privilege it was to meet or work with him. 

He claimed no name other than Grassroots Historian. What was he 
then? Philosopher, father; historian, son; teacher, mentor; scholar, hus
band? He was a profound pragmatist with a fabulous, wry sense of humor. 
"Truth is a collection of facts people agree to accept," he said. "And people 
lead their lives based on assumptions arising out of the facts they've agreed 
to believe in." 

As he talked about a lecture he would give (on June 27, 1991) to the 
membership of the Western Writers of America in which he chided the 
assembled writers about the appalling lack of humor in their work, he 
mentioned another book: "It'll be my swan song. My big book. It's 
looking for a home right now and I expect it'll find one soon .... 

It's called Don't You Cry For Me."* 

Author's note: Liberal use has been made of C. L. Sonnichsen: Grassroots Historian by Dale 
L. Walker (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1972) for biographical data. Quoted material from 
Oklahoma City is taken from an interview the author conducted with Dr. Sonnichsen on June 
27, 1991. 

Editor's note: Password readers are invited to donate to the C. L.. Sonnichsen Collection, 
housed in The University of Texas at El Paso Library, copies of any letters or other 
Sonnichsen-authored materials which they may have in their possession. 
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RECALLING the SOUNDS 
and MOODS of CARRIZO 

6y :Jler6 Seckler 

Editor's note: The following article appeared origi
nally in the Summer 1990 issue of Mountain Passages. 
It is reprinted with the permission of the author. 

IDDEN BY THE REED GRASS THAT LENT ITS 
name-Carrizo-the creek meanders down from its 
origin high in the pine forest. Then it bends a canyon 

that quietly expresses past moods of southern New Mexico. Along its 
bank, as if awaiting its portrait, sat Carrizo Lodge. Today, its spirit and 
history lie in the shadows, surrounded by condominium-looking structures. 

Some twelve or thirteen years ago, I was invited to attend a "Hot Rock 
Dinner" at Carrizo Lodge-then owned by the Greggerson family. This 
style of dinner was a tradition with the Greggersons for over a quarter of 
a century. In a grove of pine, the coals of a wood fire formed a bed on 
which flat, plate-sized rocks were heated. This method of cooking has its 
origins in the deserts of the Southwest, where some foods were cooked 
by baking and frying on flat stones placed in the hot sun. Indians baked 
their thin com cakes in this manner. 

But the Greggersons' appreciation for the past went beyond a periodic 
renewal of an ancient cooking method. Before moving to Carrizo, Herb 
and Pauline Greggerson had operated a square dance hall in El Paso. 
During the decade following World War II, Herb, widely recognized as 
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the country's premier caller, travelled thousands of miles each year with 
his family, holding workshops throughout the States, Canada, and the 
Carribean. It was during these travels that the Greggersons developed their 
interest in objects that others casually discarded. 

With a keen eye for pieces made of copper, it was Pauline who first 
began searching for articles with a personal appeal. In time, Herb, with 
a curiosity for old music boxes, made the quest a family affair. Most of 
their finds were in small towns en route to their engagements. For Herb, 
an antique shop was like Tiffany's. If an antique shop had an old lamp 
for ten dollars, he would find a better one in a junk yard for fifty cents. 
The treasures were either shipped to El Paso or brought home strapped to 
the roof of the car. Soon it was not only copper pieces and old music boxes, 
but food choppers, player pianos, typewriters, and clocks. And although 
they had begun with no intention of displaying these objects, the square 
dance barn in El Paso became a showroom. 

When the Greggersons acquired Carrizo Lodge in 1952, they also 
found the ideal home for their collection. Artists who came to study there 
never searched long for some still life of unusual interest. One artist who 
returned year after year observed, "It is the greatest enjoyment to teach 
surrounded by the atmosphere of these antiques." 

What added to the delight of those classic pieces was that they still 
performed as they were designed to. A Swiss-made music box more than 
a hundred and fifty years old combined chimes, bells, and a reed organ. 
It had been rescued from a Boston penny arcade. A Pianella, vintage 1890-
a forerunner of the player piano of perforated rolls-vied for attention with 
a modern (1911) player piano acquired from the Mescalero Apaches, who 
had brought it from Arizona. In this age of the pocket calculator, most 
people might not be impressed with one that was built in 1895-but Herb 
had bought it for one dollar. The calculator had been used until the mid-
30s by an Austin CPA. 

The Carrizo Lodge of the Greggersons was not just a sanctuary for 
antiques. The buildings and the land had a history of their own. For more 
than a century, this small slice of land bordering the Mescalero Reservation 
seemed to have held a passion for a mix of persons attracted to its scenic 
harmony. If one wished to support a thesis suggesting that a distinctive 
place draws to it people who are themselves unique, Carrizo, its land and 

Herb Seckler, a resident of Bent, New Mexico, is co-editor of Mountain Passages, 
a semi-annual journal "Dedicated to Arts and Literature in Southern New Mexico ." 
His research on Carrizo Lodge contributed significantly to its designation as a 
Historic Building. 
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buildings, would be a place to begin the argument. 
So while the aroma of the wood fire along Carrizo Creek was an 

invitation to relax, it also awakened sounds from the past. One could catch 
the strains from a fiddler's bow and the call "Honor your partner, don't 
be late. All join hands and circle eight." Or, from the courtyard a bugle 
might be sounding reveille and in the distance, rifle fire and a drum beat 
echo through the woods. One might hear sounds of joy from the swimming 
hole or the quiet conversation of artist and student as they discuss a canvas. 
There was also the stillness of winter. 

In 1879 President Rutherford Hayes put his signature to a patent 
granting the first individual title to some 160 acres along Carrizo Creek 
to Colonel George A. Purrington, who in 1861 had come out of Ohio to 
join the Army of the North. When deciding to make the Army his career, 
he could hardly have envisioned Lincoln County and the New Mexico 
Territory. But it was Purrington's fate to be Commander at Fort Stanton 
when the Lincoln County War erupted (in 1878). Plagued with the 
difficulties of implementing ambiguous and vacillating War Department 
policies, he became a central figure in this violent episode. 

When the tensions between the Mcsween and Dolan factions reached 
a state of war, the President finally directed Colonel Purrington to assis~ 
territorial civil officers :in maintaining and enforcing the legal process. 
Then early on the morning of April 1, 1878, shots rang out in Lincoln, and 
Sheriff William Brady. and his deputy George Hindeman were dead. That 
afternoon, Purrington, a very tall, finely-proportioned man of soldierly 
bearing, led his detachment of cavalry into Lincoln in an act which some 
claim added fuel to the commotion. Sheriff Brady's adherents, secure in 
the military's presence, entered houses without benefit of search warrants 
and made arrests among the Mcsween group. Purrington, his neutrality 
questionable, was himself accused of losing sight of the niceties of the law. 

After the turmoil of Lincoln County, one would have expected Pur
rington to yearn for the tranquility of his native Ohio. Yet the land on 
the Carrizo must have worked its spell. The very next year, he acquired 
title to those 160 acres. Whatever dreams he held in regard to this property 
were never realized. He died in 1896, just one year after retiring from the 
Army. The original patent plus some additional 80 acres remained with 
Mrs. Purrington (who did return to Ohio) until 1923, when it was sold to 
Horace Carter for twenty-five dollars per acre. 

In April, 1925, Carter sold part of this extensive property (the 40 acres 
that bordered the reservation) to the New Mexico Military Institute. (He 
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went on to develop the remaining portion of the land, much of it now part 
of downtown Ruidoso.) As for the 40 acres, the Board of Regents of 
NMMI authorized their Athletic Department to construct a summer camp. 
Although one version holds that the primary aim of the camp was to get 
the NMMI football team in shape before its competitors could do so, the 
stated objective was simply to provide two months of "happy mountain 
life for boys." 

Completed in 1927, the U-shaped main building with parapets must 
have appeared as a citadel dominating the canyon. The first story, of rock 
exterior, housed a large dining room, a modern kitchen and shower 
facilities; upstairs were the dormitories, with one wing for the older boys 
and another for the younger ones. The connecting wing formed an 
attractive, spacious living room with its ceiling of pine logs. A fireplace 
constructed of igneous rocks dominated this wing, and large wrought-iron 
lighting fixtures added not only charm but electricity supplied by the 
camp's own generator. South of the main building and of similar construc
tion was erected the school building of eight classrooms. Water gushing 
from a fault in a limestone cliff was piped to the camp entirely by gravity 
flow, with the fall sufficient to bring high pressure into the buildings. 

In the summer of 1927, Camp Carrizo opened for forty-five boys. The 
fixed charge for two months was $150. Morning classes were scheduled 
for those who elected to take an academic subject; the rest enjoyed 
recreational activities of their choice. The big attraction was the concrete 
swimming pool just north of the main building. Riding and hiking were 
also popular. Afternoons were reserved for coaching of organized sports. 

The scheduled weekend trips were especially popular throughout the 
years that Camp Carrizo was operating. An excursion to Lincoln in the 
camp bus followed the road to Capitan, thence along the Bonita to Lincoln. 
July Fourth meant a trip to the Mescalero Reservation to watch the tribal 
dances and celebrations. But the premier trip of the summer was on 
horseback to Old Baldy, with the last six miles in single file. One mile 
from the top, the horses were left in a pine grove and the summit reached 
on foot. 

There seems to be no agreement as to why Camp Carrizo closed. One 
source claims that it could not continue without the leadership provided 
by one inspirational staff member. More likely, the economy of the 1930s 
and the manpower shortages of the war years contributed to its decline. 
In any event, Camp Carrizo was sold to Annie Coe Titsworth in 1943. 

Annie Coe, born in 1885 to Frank and Helena Coe, had grown up on 
the Coe Ranch in the Ruidoso Valley where she excelled as a pianist, guitar 
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player and dancer. During those years on the ranch, she was also con
sidered to be one of the best ropers and bronc riders in the Southwest. Now 
in her middle years, Annie was charmed by the camp at Carrizo, and it 
seems almost as if the land had been calling to her, yearning to retrieve 
its ties to the past. For Annie must have listened to her father narrate many 
times how in the summer of 1877 he had hired William Bonney to help 
bring in a crop of oats; how he and his cousin George Coe became close 
friends of the Kid; and how, although they tried to stay clear of entangle
ments in the local cattle war, events seemed to sweep them along-with the 
result that Frank and George were both branded as outlaws after the three
day battle climaxing the Lincoln County War. 

Annie Coe Titsworth enjoyed many summers on her newly-acquired 
Carrizo property, in spite of poor health. She would gather up her nephews 
and nieces from the Valley and treat them to a summer there. The icy 
swimming pool remained as a great attraction. For many of those years, 
the property was cared for by a "frontiersman" character who lived on the 
wild turkey he shot and the fish he caught from the stream. 

In 1952 Herb and Pauline Greggerson bought the forty acres and what 

Carrizo Lodge, November 1981 (Photo courtesy Herb Brunell, Ruidoso, New Mexico) 
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then became Carrizo Lodge. Their thoughts were of establishing a year
round resort. When they took possession, the buildings and furnishings 
were almost undisturbed from the time of NMMI. There remained a large 
oak ice box, a massive meat chopping block, a 500-gallon coal-fired hot 
water heater, and the original electric power plant. 

In 1953, the Greggersons, satisfied with their remodelling, formally 
opened Carrizo Lodge to the public. Of course the square dance held sway, 
and for several years classes were taught and dances held. And to make 
the Lodge financially viable, other activities were attempted with varying 
degrees of success: a summer theater, a girl scout camp, a boy scout camp, 
and a baton twirling school. But amidst these endeavors-and conventions, 
banquets, and other local affairs-the sound of the fiddler and the call to 
partners seemed to play best. 

Not until 1956 did another art form begin to make a cautious appear
ance. It all began the previous year when the well-known artist Frederic 
Taubes held a summer art class in Cloudcroft and found the facilities 
inadequate. Searching for a more suitable location, he became enchanted 
with Carrizo Lodge. Approached by Mr. Taubes, the Greggersons, hesitant 
and unenthusiastic about the idea of catering to a summer arts school, 
nevertheless agreed to a one-time experiment. Needless to say, they found 
the artists to be delightful people and so began what was to become a long 
love affair with the world of arts and crafts. 

Mr. "T," as Frederic Taubes was affectionately called by his students, 
continued to use the Lodge for twenty consecutive years with as many as 
seventy students attending his sessions. 

One anecdote about Mr. "T" which the Greggersons never tired of 
telling somehow captures the atmosphere of this summer arts camp. Mr. 
"T"'s lectures were always salted with criticisms of even the most famous 
artists. During one of his lectures he boasted that he could teach a mule 
how to paint better than one well-known artist. Several days later at the 
traditional Hot Rock Dinner, some of the students borrowed a mule from 
a nearby stable and, along with palette, easel and canvas, brought the mule 
to dinner and requested a demonstration. Undaunted, Mr. "T" grabbed the 
mule's tail and proceeded to live up to his promise. The finished product 
is not known to hang prominently in the Louvre. 

The citadel on Carrizo Creek still stands. The sounds and moods from 
its past have been muffled and dimmed. But to the careful listener they 
are still faintly perceptible beneath the noises of what some people might 
call "progress. "'Cl 
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URING THE WINTER WHEN ALL THE ANI
mals are holed up and asleep, I like to scout around 
in the back country looking for good critter-study 

habitats. One day, while roaming a pasture, I saw a lone building that 
reminded me of another disappearing entity of the "good ole days." 

When I was a kid, we had outdoor plumbing. I remember laughing 
outloud when I first learned that some people had toilet facilities inside 
their houses. To this day I almost feel sorry for these people who have 
no memories of getting up on dark nights and making that trek of a hundred 
yards or so the the outhouse. 

Memorable, too, are the outhouse critters. A favorite activity was to 
grab a friend and a piece of wood shingle and head for the outhouse. There 

was always a hole near the base of the little building, and deep inside was 
a bumblebee nest. The trick was to kick the building and swat the 
bumblebee when he came boiling out of his nest. If you missed, the chase 
was on with the bee in hot pursuit! I don't really remember whether I ever 
hit a bee, but I do remember running a lot and being board-beaten by my 
friend, who was a bad shot. 

Bumblebees are large black and yellow critters with transparent wings 
laced with black veins. They are very important pollinators and are found 
throughout North America. They are relatives of honeybees, and the only 
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difference that concerns us is the fact that they are 
~~~;--,:...~four times as big and can sting you many times. 

-11'£ ............ _- 4) If the bumblebees dido' t care to fight, you could 
\'>(''-.~always glance around in the soft dirt near the out
\ \ 'house walls and find doodlebug houses, little fun

nel-shaped depressions in the dirt. We would catch ants and drop them 
into the funnels and watch the antlions (to give doodlebugs their proper 
name) come up with those long, deadly-looking pinchers and wrestle the 
hapless ant to the ground. The antlion is the larval form of a flying insect 
that has transparent lace wings and is about two inches long. The adults 
lay their eggs in the soft soil and out hatch the ant-eating monsters. The 
antlion spins a small cocoon when it has grown enough to proceed with 
its life cycle. Then, as an adult, it exits through a small hole cut in one 
end of the cocoon and leaves a round door still in place as if it had a hinge. 
Entomologists and trivia-game buffs term this life cycle metamorphosis, 
i. e., egg, larvae, pupa (cocoon), adult. 

Then there were the paper wasps. These are usually misnamed yellow 
jackets, which is another animal altogether. Anyhow, they made a big nest 
on the outhouse high up near the overhang. We would fill little water 
pistols with kerosene (kerosene was used in the kitchen for cooking) and 
take target practice at the wasps. It was hit one and then run. I got stung 
almost every time I tried it. And if that wasn't stupidity enough, you had 
to be fast because the kerosene would begin to melt the flimsy water pistol. 

The paper wasps were rulers of the outside, and there was another wasp 
building on the inside. It is absolutely wonderful what these guys can do 
with a little spit and some dirt. These wasps are master architects. We 
have two species that live throughout North America. One is the black
and-yellow mud dauber, and the other is the blue mud dauber. The female 
uses her large mandibles to roll small pieces of moist mud into balls and 
then she constructs tubular cells that are arranged side by side. The female 
will sting and paralyze a spider. She then drags her sedated prey to the 
condo and stuffs it into the cell. She lays one egg on the spider and closes 
the cell with mud. She may continue to build these cells as long as the 
urge pushes her. The adults drink nectar and usually appear in the early 
spring and then are around throughout the summer. The blue mud dauber 

Jim Dunlap, a resident of Dallas, is Director of the Living Materials Center for 
the Plano Independent School District. He is the author of They Don't Have to 
Die: Home and Classroom Care for Small Animals (Plano, Texas: Worldware 
Publishing, Inc., 1991). The drawings illustrating this article are also Mr. Dunlap's 
work. 
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exhibits much the same behavior except that it is a relative parasite and 
usually lays its eggs in nests that were constructed by the black-and-yellow 
mud dauber. 

Inside the outhouse betwixt the pages of the Sears catalog (which had 
two functions, one of which was to have something to read), you could 
always find a silverfish or roach or something. The ants were everywhere. 
And also spiders. One of the most dangerous spiders in the Southwest 
could be found just under the seat overhang in the outhouse. The black 
widow, and even the name sounds scary, is a highly venomous creature. 

They are shiny black, and the females have a red hourglass or 
other shaped figure on the underside of their abdomens. 
Other than the outhouse, they enjoy spending time 
under rocks, in wood piles, or any other hidden out-of

/ the-way place. The males are a lot smaller than the 
./'--_,/ females, and they have brightly colored spots on their 

tummies. Contrary to popular folklore tales, the male is usually not killed 
after mating. The black widow spiders produce a round tightly-woven 
white egg sac which is attached to a tangled-looking web they build in 
whatever comer they choose to take up residence. And there they just sit 
waiting for something to come by. They're generally shy and they try to 

avoid people, but when there's an egg sac~pir~e~seinltil~~~I~~ 
they become quite ag-gressive. The 
sting of these creatures is neuro
toxic. It causes a lot of pain, nausea, 
vomiting, dizziness and some paralysis. 
However, it's hardly ever fatal to people. 

Some of you who know about all this 
will realize that I have so far omitted the. 
most populous of the outhouse denizens. 
Namely, the flies. The big blue ones and 
the little bitty black ones. In the outhouse, 
the buzzing of flies was constant, insis
tent, emphatic. And as if that wasn't 
enough, some of these little pests bite. 
The biting ones are called flesh flies. No 
kidding. And their nasty habits make 
them really deserving of their reputation. 
All over the world flesh flies swarm around 
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of view). Fly larvae (called maggots) feed on decaying flesh, dead insects, 
excrement, and the like. Naturally, then, flesh flies deposit their eggs on 
or near the suitable food. In short order, the selected medium is trans
formed into a squirming mass of larvae. The maggots complete their 
growth in just a few days. Then they burrow into soil to pupate and 
overwinter and emerge as adults in the summer. 

Aside from the insects, I have one other very vivid memory of that 
old outhouse. It was a hot summer night, and I lay in bed putting off the 
trip to the outhouse. There was a summer storm brewing, Texas size and 
Texas force, the wind boiling in from the northeast. The lightning lit up 
the backyard as if Prince Charles had stepped naked from a closet at a 
photographers' convention. In spite of which, my trip could no longer be 
postponed. I made the hundred-yard-dash. Scared as I was, I got even 
more scared when I reached my destination. The little bulding was actually 
rocking in the wind. I tarried not, and was back in bed in record time. 
The next morning, I looked out the window-and beheld, to my horror, the 
old outhouse lying on its back. After that, the thought of indoor plumbing 
didn't seem like such a laughable idea.* 
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The NEWS at the PASS
ONE CENTURY AG.O 
(October-December, 1891) 

~ ~ . ,. 

6y 'Damon (jar6ern 

ITH THE MEMBERS OF CITY COUNCIL HOLD
their weekly wranglings and the County Commis
sioners doing the same, the El Paso of one century 

ago appeared frighteningly similar to the El Paso of today. According to 
a Times report, there were even water complaints: 

The acequia below Oregon Street is perfectly dry although the river is 
full. Consequently, there is much complaining among the people at the 
eastern edge of the city. Where are you, Mr. Acequia Commissioner? 

However, in one aspect of daily life, that of arts and entertainment, 
the El Paso of late 1891 was unlike the El Paso of 1991. Many citizens 
today decry the lack of entertainment; had they lived a hundred years ago, 
there would have been plenty (or nothing) to cry about. 

Fortunately, the entertainment fields weren't "perfectly dry." In 
October, the Times announced that El Paso "children of all ages" could 
look forward to the coming of the ADAM FOREPAUGH SHOW featuring 
Col. Edgar Daniel Boone and Millie Carlotta (the Lion Queen) with Saxon, 
their "magnificent lion patrol dog." Spectators were promised FIVE 
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ferocious lions let loose in the circus ring "all unshackled and free" to ride 
tricycles, play see-saw, form high pyramids, and pull chariots. The public 
was assured their safety was a concern as a "lofty steel frame" would 
enclose the arena making it impossible for the lions to escape. In addition 
to this act ("150 exhibitions in Paris, 200 performances in London"), the 
Holton-Volters aerialists would perform 40 feet in mid-air as they had done 
before all the crowned heads of Europe. And if these offerings were not 
enough to titillate and thrill, a Wild West Show was thrown in for good 
measure-one which promised 200 Indians, scouts, squaws, and sharpshoot
ers under the direction of Capt. A. B. Bogardus along with the presentation 
of the demoniacal "Ghost Dance," plus "all phases of frontier life visually 
illustrated, Custer's last Ralley [sic], a robbery of the U. S. mail, and the 
hanging of a horsethief, among other cowboy sports and pastimes." 

To those El Pasoans for whom the circus cum Wild West Show was 
too elaborate an entertainment, there was always America's national sport 
featuring the El Paso Browns. In one of the October issues, the Times 
devoted two full-length columns to an inning-by-inning report of the El 
Paso vs. Waxahachie game. It also reported an unscheduled bit of 
entertainment: The Waxahachie "toughs" left for home after fighting 
among themselves because a couple of the members wanted to stay and 
play for El Paso. 

El Pasoans seeking more "uplifting" forms of entertainment than 
baseball or circus acts could tum to the scant offerings of the Myar Opera 
House which during this period was having difficult times bringing in 
performers, several groups having cancelled on the opera house manage
ment. One act that came, and perhaps should not have, was the EDEN
FORTUNA show, featuring Grace Eden, the Georgia wonder, in her 
"inexplicable, amusing, and extraordinary exhibition of Phenomenal Power." 
A reward of $1000 was offered to any man who could lift the little ninety
pound performer. Unfortunately, the "audience was slim" in spite of the 
$1000 offer. 

In November the Myar's management redeemed itself to a slight 
degree with its presentation of two plays, LYNWOOD ("a military drama 
of emotional character"), with a special fifteen-cent matinee for school 
children, and BLACK THORN with "Little Bessie" appearing as Ned, the 
Waif. There was a fair audience for LYNWOOD, which was "splendidly 
mounted as to scenery," but which had costuming that was "rather indif-

Damon Garbern, the author of this regular Password feature, serves the El Paso 
Independent School District as Consultant, Vocal Music-Theatre Arts. He is also 
a performer with El PASO PRO-MUS/CA. 
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ferent." The review also shed light on one of the vocational hazards 
experienced by traveling companies of that time: 

There are several weak points in the caste [sic], a notable one being 
the leading lady Miss Jennie Bacon who played the part of Lucile Carlyle. 
It is but just to state that Miss Bacon is fully aware of her weakness in 
this caste, she being a soubrette and never having undertaken to do 
emotional work until after the company reached New Mexico and Mr. 
Russell found it necessary to discharge his leading lady and one of the 
prominent male actors for conduct unbecoming members of a respectable 
company. 

Because of this review, the Saturday evening audience (for the per
formance of BLACK THORN) was sparse, and the Times reporter chas
tised El Pasoans for not attending the "fine performance," whose "effect 
was splendid." He particularly pointed out that "Miss Bacon ... was at home 
in her part and .... was exceptionally effective in the scene when she is 
compelled to testify against her lover." 

In December, the Myar Opera House again promoted a two-bill, but 
bad luck continued to dog the management. It had been hoping to end 
the year with very successful presentations of Daniel Sully, the "popular 
Irish comedian," in two plays, THE MILLIONAIRE and TWO BUMBLE
BEES. Sully was "exceedingly popular" with El Paso audiences, but a 
delayed train forced the cancellation of the Friday evening performance. 
However, a special matinee was held on Saturday attended by a "large and 
fashionable audience." 

For the remaining two weeks of the year, all the energies of the 
citizenry were devoted to the Silver convention to be held in El Paso. Most 
of the businesses and civic organizations were spending every available 
spare moment working on the elaborate floats (all depicting the silver 
industry in some way) to be featured in the "Trades Pageant" parade. With 
the conventioneers and spectators for the pageant and other festivities, it 
was estimated that over 15,000 people viewed the parade. According to 
the Times reporter, "many were the ecomiums [sic] pronounced upon the 
men [Fort Bliss soldiers] and the beautiful precision with which they 
marched." Similar outpourings described every other participating unit, 
including "our gallant" firefighters. Even the miner (with flour-sack 
patched pockets) and burro which led off the parade could not be described 
without hyperbole. 

In the final quarter of 1891, the Times was doing its best to convince 
El Pasoans that the fields of entertainment were not as dry as the "acequia 
below Oregon Street." But your present reporter is nevertheless inclined 
to ask: Where were you, Mr. Arts and Entertainment Commissioner?~ 
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THE LAST CONQUISTADOR: Juan de Oftate and the Settling 
of the Far Southwest by Marc Simmons. Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1991, $21.95 

This second volume in the Oklahoma Western Biography series is the 
first book-length study of Juan de Ofiate, founder of Spanish New Mexico. 
Working exclusively from published sources, Marc Simmons tells a story 
whose general contours will be familiar to those versed in Borderlands 
history, but he tells it with the careful attention to detail and the stylistic 
grace that his many readers have come to expect. 

Individual chapters chronicle Ofiate's family background, his father's 
fortunes as a silver miner in Zacatecas, and the protracted negotiations with 
authorities in Mexico City and Madrid that preceded Juan's entrada into 
New Mexico in 1598. Simmons then proceeds to a vivid description of 
the expedition itself-its personnel and their accouterments, the rigors of 
the Chihuahua desert and New Mexico's Jomada del Muerto, and the 
welcome respite the weary travelers found when they reached the Rio 
Grande just below present-day El Paso. Later chapters focus on the 
establishment of Ofiate's first headquarters at San Juan, the many diffi
culties that ultimately led to his removal from the governorship of New 
Mexico, and the little-known details of his final years and death in Spain. 

As "the last conquistador," Ofiate represented the transition from the 
medieval to the modem era. Simmons gives a balanced assessment of his 
subject's strengths and weaknesses, stressing Ofiate's tough determination, 
his occasional leniency toward rank insubordination, and his strictness as 
a disciplinarian when circumstances warranted. "Probably among the best 
of the lot when it came to the treatment of the native peoples," he resorted 
more than once to the kind of brutality that had irrevocably soured Spanish
Pueblo relations during Francisco Vasquez de Coronado's expedition over 
a half-century before. 
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The volume's lack of footnotes might disquiet some scholarly readers, 
but those who wish to delve further can consult a brief but comprehensive 
essay on sources. Some readers might also object to Simmons' occasional 
appeals to ethnic and cultural stereotypes in explaining the conduct of 
Oi'late and his comrades. He speculates, for example, that Oi'iate's stubborn 
perseverance, despite the political intrigues that delayed the start of his 
expedition for more than two years, derived in part from "plain Basque 
persistence." 

Still, Simmons deserves ample applause for presenting Oi'iate's dra
matic saga in a concise, highly readable, and attractively illustrated format 
and for reminding a wider public audience that "events that transpired in 
the old Borderlands are as much a part of American history as what 
happened in the thirteen English colonies." 

CHERYLE. MARTIN 
Associate Professor of History. The University of Texas at El Paso 

~ 
FROM DESERT TO BAYOU: The Civil War Journal and Sketches 
of Morgan Wolfe Merrick. Edited by Jerry D. Thompson. El Paso: 
Texas Western Press, 1991, $40.00 

Morgan Wolfe Merrick was born in New York, but grew up in San 
Antonio. In February, 1861, on the eve of the Civil War, he allied himself 
with the Confederate cause and began to keep a journal, later titled "Notes 
and Sketches of Campaigns in New Mexico, Arizona, Texas, Louisiana, 
and Arkansas By A Participant Dr. M. W. Merrick From Fb. 16th 1861 
to May 26th 1865 Actual Service In the Field." 

Merrick's service took him from San Antonio to Fort Davis, to El Paso 
and Fort Bliss, to Fort Fillmore, and then back through Fort Davis to 
Arkansas and Louisiana. He was appointed a "hospital steward," and his 
duties consisted of dispensing potions to ailing service personnel. In his 
journal he designated himself as "Dr." and later listed his occupation as 
a physician, although there is no evidence that he ever practiced medicine. 

In addition to recounting activities of the units to which he was 
attached, Merrick exhibited a keen eye for incident, including many 
examples of high jinks in the barracks and points of interest along the 
march. In San Elizario, he remarked, "they rais [sic] the renowned El 
Paso Onion." 

The gemstone of Merrick's journal is his "sketches"-45 detailed pencil 
and water-color renderings, 29 in full color. Those from the El Paso area 
included a house in Mesilla with a mark indicating the place where Robert 
P. Kelley, editor of the Mesilla Times, was killed by Colonel John R. 
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Baylor; the "Procrastination Express or Poco Tempo Stage," an oxcart 
operating between Fort Bliss and Fort Fillmore; scenes at Van Hom's Well 
and Dead Man's Hole on the El Paso Road; and the Overland Stage Coach 
which ran through El Paso. 

Toward the end of his life, Merrick gave his journal to a niece, Mattie 
Martin Miller, for safekeeping. In the early 1950s the journal went to Mrs. 
Miller's grandson, Stanley J. Miller, Jr., who kept it in a safe-deposit box 
for almost thirty years before donating it to the Daughters of the Republic 
of Texas History Research Library at the Alamo. This Library provided 
a grant to Texas Western Press for publication of the journal. The resulting 
handsome volume would indeed please Morgan Wolfe Merrick, who must 
have labored mightily to record his service "In the Field." 

From Desert to Bayou is a significant addition to the sparse firsthand 
accounts of Texans in the Civil War in the West. It is edited and annotated 
by Dr. Jerry Thompson of Laredo State University, an authority on this 
little-known phase of the Civil War. 

FRANCIS L. FUGATE 
Professor Emeritus of English, The University of Texas at El Paso 

COCHISE, CHIRICAHUA AP ACHE CHIEF by Edwin R. Sweeney. 
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1991, $27.95 

For forty years, Indian, Spanish, and Anglo blood was spilled on an 
almost daily basis in a war that raged across the United States-Mexican 
border in southern Arizona and New Mexico. Now, in this biography of 
Cochise, the fierceness of the Apache wars is given detailed exposure as 
the author traces Cochise's rise to chief-of-chiefs status among all the 
Apache bands and then describes his performance in that rank for a period 
of fourteen years. 

Cochise, the only Apache to achieve this status, is deserving of this 
singular work, the first book of its kind on Cochise. Edwin R. Sweeney 
spent fifteen years in research and writing, drawing his material principally 
from both United States and Mexican archives. And what he has produced 
is an objective view of a remarkable leader who attempted a peaceful 
approach to the newly-arrived Anglos until he was spurred to hatred and 
distrust of them following what is known as the Bascome Affair in 1862, 
in which he was deceitfully captured and his brother executed. 

The book also demonstrates that Cochise was strong enough to wage 
relentless war, he was also strong enough to enforce a peace. When a 
Chiricahua reservation was finally established, Cochise restrained all 
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Apaches from further warring with the Anglos. After his death in 1874, 
the treaty fell apart. 

Sweeney has contributed a definitive biography that will likely stand 
as the major source for all that is yet to be written on Cochise. 

HERB MARSH, Jr. 
El Paso 

~ 
CLAIMING THEIR LAND: Women Homesteaders in Texas by 

Florence C. Gould and Patricia N. Pando. El Paso: Texas Western 
Press, 1991, $7.50 

Between the years 1845 (when the first pre-emption law was passed 
by the Texas Legislature) and 1898 (when land ceased to be available for 
homesteading), most rural women in Texas lived conventional lives as 
mothers and wives who assisted in the work of the family farm. Some 
of the rural women, however, were led by a spirit of adventure or cata
strophic personal circumstances to support themselves and their children 
by farming on their own. The story of these homesteaders-and the prob
lems connected with researching the subject of women homesteaders in 
Texas-constitute the substance of Claiming Their Land. 

In Texas, the record of homesteading and pre-emption is complex 
because three traditions for distributing public land converged-those of 
Mexico, the Republic of Texas, and the United States. The authors handle 
this complexity with great skill and provide an informative chronicle of 
the changes in laws and attitudes affecting the establishment of family 
farms by women. 

Gould and Pando share their research methods with the reader, and 
in so doing warn us against drawing inaccurate conclusions from their 
work. They mention incomplete or missing documentation of claims and 
the fact that women sometimes applied for land which adjoined that of men 
with the same surname, leading to the speculation that the true intention 
of such women was to enlarge the land holdings of a husband or brother. 
The authors also point out the difficulties involved in identifying the 
gender of some applicants: many petitions for land were presented by 
people listing only an initial instead of a given name; certain first names 
now given to females were men's names a hundred years ago; and some 
first names, such as the Spanish "Guadalupe," were carried by both men 
and women. 

The authors provide a good bibliography and indicate some directions 
that further studies might take. They state that their book is intended to 
provide information for other historians about one facet of Texas women's 
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experience and to encourage Texans to reconstruct their family histories. 

SANDRA BEYER 
Director, Women's Studies Program, University of Texas at El Paso 

ROADSIDE HISTORY OF OKLAHOMA by Francis L. and Roberta 
B. Fugate. Missoula: Mountain Press, 1991, $24.95/$15.95 

In 1989, El Pasoans Francis and Roberta Fugate's Roadside History 
of New Mexico appeared. It was the fruit of many journeys throughout 
our neighboring state. Now, after two more years and more than 18,000 
miles of highways and byways, the Fugates have produced a companion 
volume on Oklahoma-just as cleverly organized, sprightly, surprising, and 
satsifying as that on New Mexico. 

This is a book to be dipped into, of course, so let's dip. 
In the southeast comer of Oklahoma, off U. S. 270, is the town of 

Wilburton, near a station on the old Butterfield Overland Mail route. They 
have an annual Belle Starr Festival there, but more importantly the local 
Chamber of Commerce in 1987 established the Wilburton College of 
Loafing, a coeducational institution for which tuition is two dollars and 
which awards a Bachelor of Loafing. 

Shawnee, southeast of Oklahoma City, had its beginnings in 1872 as 
a cattle-trail trading post. In 1891, the area, including reservations of the 
Sac, Fox, Iowa, and Shawnee-Potawatomie tribes, was opened to white 
settlement and 20,000 persons occupied 7,000 quarter-sections of land 
around Shawnee in one afternoon. . 

In early-day Lawton (founded in 1901), the main street through its 
"ragtown" section of tents and shacks was called "Goo-Goo Avenue," a 
name derived from the then-popular song "When you make dem goo-goo 
eyes at me." In 1901, Lawton had 86 saloons, one of which advertised 
"bottled beer" and "All Nations Welcome but 'Carrie."' 

Claremore, just above Tulsa, flourished for a time as a health spa with 
malodorous artesian water touted as a cure for rheumatism, eczema and 
assorted other ailments. The town's most famous son, Will Rogers, told 
of a legless man who took the waters and went away a centipede. 

The wonderful thing about the Fugates' roadside histories is that they 
make good reading even if you do not plan trips to the places they describe. 
But a warning: reading through Roadside History of Oklahoma or the New 
Mexico book may very likely change those stay-at-home plans. 

DALE L. WALKER 
Director, Texas Western Press 
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