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'Cl}e PnesibeNt's MessaGe 

by Robert M. Kelly 

-
"A new hand is on the tiller, but the course is still true." 
That course, stated formally, declares that the Purpose 
of the El Paso County Historical Society is "To pro
mote and engage in research into the History, Archae
ology, and Natural History of West Texas, Southern 
New Mexico, Eastern Arizona, and Northern Mexico; 
to publish the important findings; and to preserve the 
valuable relics and monuments." 

One of the ways by which the Society implements 
its Purpose is through its quarterly journal, Password, now in its 
thirty-eighth year of uninterrupted publication. The essays and schol
arly articles in Password not only inform our readers about the rich 
history of our region, but also serve as a permanent record of that 
history - a record which is widely distributed throughout the nation 
to libraries, universities, and museums. The Society also promotes 
research through its two essay contests, each one offering cash prizes 
to the winners: the Historical Memories Contest (open to area resi
dents aged fifty-five and up) and the Frank Gorman Memorial Histori
cal Essay Contest (open to pupils in the seventh through the ninth 
grades). I encourage our members to continue their support of these 
two contests. 

One of the very interesting ways in which the Society pursues 
its goal of collecting and disseminating facts about our regional 
history is the annual Hall of Honor Banquet, where it recognizes out
standing El Pasoans, past and present. As local historian Leon Metz 
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once said, "Great nations and great communities are best known not 
by the height of their buildings, or the size of their budgets, but by the 
quality of their people." Our annual Hall of Honor Ceremony serves 
brilliantly to publicize "the Men and Women of character, vision, 
courage, and creative spirit who ... have influenced ... the course of 
history of El Paso County .... " 

High on the list of Society activities is the ongoing maintenance 
and beautification of our home, Burges House, the generous gift from 
the late Jane Burges Perrenot and one of El Paso's striking historical 
"monuments." The expense of this project is enormous, and we are 
grateful for the splendid support which the membership has given to 
it. I am confident that this support will continue - through donations 
of money, time, and labor. 

Burges House serves the Society exceedingly well. It provides a 
convenient, comfortable place for the monthly Board meetings. It was 
the setting on December 27, 1992, of what will most probably become 
an annual tradition: a holiday Open House to which all the membe~s of 
the Society, plus many friends, were invited. And its fireproof Library 
is the repository of the Society archives. The collection of pictures, 
publications, and artifacts provides a never-ending source of informa
tion. The more we can do to increase its range and quality, the better 
it will serve our goal of historic preservation. 

Ever since 1954, when the El Paso County Historical Society 
was organized, it has sought - and found - increasingly effective 
ways of pursuing its high Purpose. These ways will continue, and I 
hope that during the coming year we will make substantial effort to 
enlarge our effectiveness in at least two ways: extending our coopera
tion with other historical entities in the area and making Burges 
House available to community organizations for meetings, con
ferences, and special events. 

I am grateful for the opportunity to serve the Society as its 
president. Though I am new at the tiller, I have great confidence in 
my excellent crew - the Officers, Board of Directors, and all the 
other able members of the Society. I predict that we will have fair sail
ing on a course that runs true. 

ROBERT M. KELLY, the Society's new president, is a member of 
the El Paso Historical Railroad Board and a board member of the na
tional Railway and Locomotive Historical Society. He is also in
terested in industrial archaeology and helped establish the El Paso 
Transportation and Industrial Archaeology Board. 
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HillSbORO, 
New Mexico 

BeN Dowen 
·:· 

Alice BaRRY 

·=· 

A Town Neglected by Historians 

by Mickey Monett 

H
illsboro is represented by a tiny dot on the New Mexico map. 
It is a quiet retirement community and vacation spot tucked 
away in the Black Range of the southwestern part of the 
state. Its history is very short when compared with that of 

other New Mexico places - and not in any way spectacular. Hillsboro 
was never the seat of Spanish governors, never the site of a great 
military engagement, never a mecca for world-renowned artists and 
writers. For these reasons, perhaps, Hillsboro has received little at
tention from historians. Indeed, it has merited hardly more than 
"footnote" treatment as a part of southwestern New Mexico's big min
ing boom during the turn-of-the-twentieth-century decades and as the 
site of a much-publicized trial in 1899. These fragmentary images sug
gest a larger picture and give rise to a number of questions: What 
special challenges confronted the town founders and early settlers? 
How was life lived in this particular pocket of the American frontier? 
Why did the town survive after the miners left? 
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MICKEY MONETT 

A visit to Hillsboro is a good way to begin the search for 
· answers. ·The appearance of the town is eye-catching, not only 
because of its picturesque setting on Percha Creek at the bottom of a 
steep canyon, but also because it has all the earmarks of a time
capsule. Here, intact, is everybody's idea of a typical frontier town of 
the "Old West." Fronting the main street (part of Highway 152) are 
the plain, blockish buildings that easily suggest the backdrop for a 
shootout of dramatic proportions. Extending beyond are the homes, 
some of them single-pitched, cabin-like structures, others steeply
roofed and multi-gabled. With the exception of parked automobiles 
and trucks along the shady street and branching lanes, little seems to 
have changed from the way the town looked a century ago. 

Hillsboro has had a continuous population since 1877 when 
Dave Stitzel, Daniel Dugan, Nicholas Galles, W. P. Weeks, H. H. 
Elliott, and Joe Yankee discovered a gold float which assayed at $160 
per ton. 1 They threw names into a hat to name their discovery on May 
23, 1899. Hillsborough was selected - later changed to the shorter 
spelling. In August, 1877, the first permanent structure was built. 
Hillsboro had started out as a tent city, as did the other two mining 
communities in the immediate area - Lake Valley (officially listed as 
a ghost town now) and Kingston (the largest of the three settlements 
and called at the time "the gem of the Black Range"). During its hey
day Hillsboro boasted four saloons, four grocery stores, four com
panies of soldiers, one brothel, and about three hundred miners. Also, 
gamblers, outlaws, and. women of "easy virtue" flocked to the area to 
fleece the miners of their sudden wealth. Hillsboro's early citizens ex
pected growth. A town plat was filed in 1887 with enough blocks to 
hold at least twice the town's population. 2 

Life was difficult and dangerous in and around Hillsboro, but the 
people were often friendly and helpful to newcomers, "Pilgrims," as 
they were sometimes called. The story of Jim and Joe Hyatt was typical 
of the times. The two brothers from Plymouth, Pennsylvania, got off 
the train at Nutt during this boom time and planned to strike it rich in 
Kingston. When they found out that the fare was ten dollars for the trip 
to Kingston, they decided to walk to Lake Valley and spend the night 
there. Not far out of Nutt, a certain Doc McDonald stopped and offered 
them a ride in his wagon. Along the way, he gave them valuable infor
mation on prospecting and living in this country. He suggested what 
storekeeper to trust when purchasing their equipment. He also gave 
them tips on where to eat and where to spend the night in Lake Valley. 
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The next morning, he even arranged to have them driven to Kingston. 
An ore sample was provided, along with information on how to find an 
ore float and in what area to find it. 3 These early settlers felt a need to 
help each other. If, however, one man deliberately wronged another or 
jumped his claim, guns frequently settled the dispute. 

The story of Pilgrims Jim and Joe goes on to relate that they 
reached Kingston and found quarters in a makeshift tent hotel about 
forty feet long and sixteen feet wide. The bottom bunks were the most 
desirable because in the late hours, when the town got rowdy, bullets 
would start flying - sometimes right through the tent by the upper 
bunks. 4 Organized law enforcement had not yet found its way to this 
frontier area. Quick-draw troubleshooters employed by the saloons 
were as close as people ·could get to any type of justice. 

In short order, Jim and Joe proceeded to outfit themselves for 
prospecting. Very likely they purchased such items as the following, 
which is a bill of merchandise for two first-time prospectors: 

Two picks and shovels, two hand axes, two magnifying glasses, a cof. 
fee pot, a wash basin, a butcher knife, a slab of bacon, twenty-five 
pounds of flour, a box of yeast powder, two frying pans, a kettle, 
three pounds of coffee, three pounds of sugar, one sack of oatmeal, 
Mexican chili beans, dried fruit, chili peppers, three boxes of matches, 
three tins of Dog Leg Tobacco, potatoes and onions, a can of lard, 
molasses, and fifteen pounds of grain. 5 

Now they were ready - assuming that each of them already 
owned a Colt revolver in addition to a Winchester repeating rifle, plus 
plenty of ammunition. And off they went to the North Percha area of 
the Black Range. After only a few days of trying their hands at pros
pecting, they had an encounter with a female grizzly accompanied by 
her two cubs. Pistol shots seemed to have little effect on the bear. She 
swiped both men with her paws. Somehow they made their way back 
to Kingston for medical help, and in three months they were finally fit 
to start prospecting again. 6 

As fierce as the grizzlies and as viciously protective of their 
rights were the Apaches, who roamed their hereditary homeland, tak
ing what they wanted and killing anyone who got in their way. Miners 
working alone or in small groups were especially vulnerable, for they 
had only themselves to rely on. Those who were skilled in quick and 
accurate shooting had a good chance of survival. Those who couldn't 
shoot did not survive. Scattered throughout the Black Range are the 
graves of many miners, the victims of raids by the Indians. 
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MICKEY MONETT 

In the settlements, like Hillsboro, the Indians for the most part 
were merely a nuisance. They were especially attracted to the aroma of 
freshly baked bread and took great pleasure in seizing the loaves that 
had been placed to cool on the window sills of the Hillsboro cabins. How
ever, the enterprising women found a solution to this problem. They 
baked extra bread and set it to cool on the window sills while retaining 
inside the cabin the bread for the family's use. The ruse worked. The In
dians swiped the cooling loaves and pretty much left the town alone. 7 

Indians were not the only human enemies of the early settlers. 
Outlaws also flocked to the Black Range because of the absence of any 
organized law. The Kingston Gang and the Farmington Gang, as well 
as Butch Cassidy, operated in this area. Also, the Kinney Gang, horse 
and cattle rustlers, worked out of isolated settlements in the region. 8 

This rampant lawlessness had to be stopped, and Governor 
Lionel A. Sheldon appointed Colonel Albert J. Fountain to bring these 
outlaws to justice. Fountain went to work immediately. At Rincon, 
the rendezvous point for some of the gangs, Fountain's men killed 
Doroteo Saenz, Kinney's head man, and captured many members of 
the gang. Kinney himself was eventually captured in Lordsburg, 
stood trial in Las Cruces, was found guilty, and was sentenced to 
Leavenworth Prison. Colonel Fountain also moved quickly to round 
up the Farmington Gang and the Kingston Gang, both headquartered 
in the Black Range. Gang member John Watts was killed trying to 
escape. William Leland was shot down on the run. John Coleville was 
taken prisoner. In two months' time, Fountain had broken up three 
gangs, and the rustling and killing decreased dramatically. 9 

Hillsboro also had its share of natural calamities. On Sunday, 
August 14, 1897, a roaring sound was heard by the townspeople. Per
cha Creek had suddenly become a raging torrent as a result of heavy 
rains. The flood undermined some of the adobe homes and claimed 
three lives. Two of the bodies were never found, and the other ended 
up in a Hillsboro citizen's front yard. 10 On June 10, 1914, an even more 
terrifying flash flood hit the town. This time many foundations were 
so heavily damaged that they could not be repaired, and some of the 
adobe homes were washed away entirely. However, only one life was 
lost in this flood: Tom Murphy, the first sheriff of Sierra County, was 
drowned. In 1972, another flood came roaring down the creek, 
destroying several homes and claiming three lives. Shortly after
wards, the Percha was dug out and its banks strengthened. 11 
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HILLSBORO, NEW MEXICO 

Gold and silver were what brought people to this area, and it 
has been estimated that upwards of one hundred million dollars was 
mined in the surrounding hills. Hillsboro had many claims in precious 
metal, mainly gold. "The St. Patrick," "The Colleen Baun," "Donegal 
Slasher," "Galloway Slugger," "Erin Go Braugh," and "Tara Hall" 
were a few of the names given to mines in the Hillsboro vicinity. 
These names would suggest that the original Hillsboro prospectors 
were recent immigrants from Ireland - and perhaps some were. But 
actually people from many places were drawn to Hillsboro in those 
early years. Some came from Nevada, Colorado, and Montana when 
the mines ran out in those areas. Others came from the coal-mining 
regions of Pennsylvania. And everybody seemed to make money -
from the store owners to the wagon lines and, later, the railroads, 
which in time built spurs to the area for the purpose of hauling ore to 
the smelters. At its peak, Lake Valley reportedly had a population of 
over 4,000; Kingston may have had 7,200; and Hillsboro, 1,200. Today 
Hillsboro has about 160 residents, Kingston about 30, and Lake Valley 
has two caretakers for the absent property owners. 

The Hillsboro area produced some colorful characters. And 
none more so than Sadie Orchard. She arrived with the same op
timism as the men: "to seek her fortune." She soon realized that her 
only commodity was in short supply and that the local miners would 
pay good money for it. She set up as an independent in the world's 
oldest profession. In a year's time she had her own brothel and was 
now a very rich woman. Her clients ranged from miners to famous 
politicians and judges. 12 

Sadie came from London, England, and had a thick Cockney ac
cent along with a very colorful vocabulary. She wore only the latest 
fashions and was frequently seen riding side-saddle on her horse. To 
all appearances she was a lady. It was only when she spoke and the 
profanity starte<l flying that her background betrayed her. 

She finally found a way to gain respectability when John W. Or
chard proposed, so she marched him to the church and became a mar
ried woman. With her husband she established a second business, the 
Lake Valley, Hillsboro and Kingston Stage and Express Line, which 
began with two Concord stages and a wagon. Her husband soon 
proved to be no businessman, and she took over the running of the 
stage line. Often she found herself without drivers. She had little 
choice but to drive the wagons herself, despite her diminutive size. In 
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later years she bragged that while she was driving, the wagons were 
never robbed. Once, when she was at the reins in a place called Box 
Canyon, between Hillsboro and Kingston, she was attacked by In
dians who wanted to steal her horses. She jumped off the driver's seat 
and proceeded to flail away at these Indians. They quickly ran away 
screaming with pain, and from that time on they left the wagons alone 
while she was the driver. If Sadie's courage had been in question 
before that, it never was again. 13 

Sadie was also very civic minded and was determined to build 
the first church in Kingston. She passed her hat in every saloon, 
dance hall, and brothel on Virtue Lane. The miners, gamblers, pimps, 
and working girls gave generously. Sadie's own girls took off their 
diamond rings to add to the pot. The total take was $1,500, and the 
church was soon built. 14 In Hillsboro, she built a hotel where gourmet 
food and imported wines were served. When she retired from the 
restaurant business, her friend and longtime cook, Tom Ying, took 
over, and everyone called the restaurant "The Chinaman's Place." 
Tom lived to be 104 years old, and his restaurant remains much the 
same as he left it. Now it is called the Black Range Museum, and the 
kitchen still has the ashes from his last cooking fire in the stove. 

When the flu epidemic of 1918 hit, Sadie and her girls cooked 
and fed the sick, cared for the orphans, and saw that the dead were 
buried. Her girls ripped up their dresses to line the coffins. One of 
these coffins is on display in the Black Range Museum. 

Sadie, like a number of other people, had spotted Hillsboro as a 
place to get rich. She accomplished this goal, but - unlike many such 
fortune-seekers - she remained in the town after the boom was over 
and became a respected citizen through her civic contributions. She 
died in 1943 and is buried in Truth or Consequences. 

When Sierra County was created in 1884 from parts of Dona 
Ana, Socorro, and Grant counties, Hillsboro was already the political 
center and was then designated as the county seat. The courthouse 
was soon built and became in time the focus of many famous trials. 
None received as much attention as the trial of Oliver Lee and Jim 
Gilliland, who were accused of having murdered Colonel A. J. Foun
tain and his eight-year-old son, Henry, near White Sands. 

This trial and the events leading up to it have been well covered 
by C. L. Sonnichsen and other historians of the region, but a brief 
summary seems appropriate here. 
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The Black Range Museum in Hillsboro, New Mexico, 
formerly Sadie Orchard's restaurant. (Photo courtesy 
Mickey Monett and James W Ward) 

In 1895 the citizens of Las Cruces were sharply divided on cer
tain issues. Albert Fountain's Republicans were presently in power 
and took a strong stand against lawlessness. Albert B. Fall's Demo
crats felt that the "Santa Fe Ring," which dominated the Republican 
Party, was corrupt. The tension between the two factions erupted 
with pistol fire on September 15, 1895. Ben Williams, a prominent 
member of the Fountain side, was confronted by Albert Fall and his 
brother-in-law, Joe Morgan. Morgan clipped Williams' skull with a 
bullet. Fall fired next, and hit Williams in the arm. Williams then fired 
off several shots, wounding Morgan in the left arm. A Grand Jury in 
Dona Ana County was called into special session to look into the mat
ter. Instead of finding Fall and Morgan guilty, the Jury indicted Ben 
Williams and Albert Fountain (who had not even been present) with 
intent to commit murder. The district judge refused to go along with 
this indictment, and the stage was set for further violence between 
these opposing groups. 10 . 

In January of 1897, Albert Fountain went to Lincoln, New Mex
ico, to press charges against Oliver Lee in suspected cattle-rustling 
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cases. On his return to Las Cruces, he and his son disappeared with
out a trace. Numerous search parties were dispatched, but the bodies 
were never found. Republicans were quick to point out that Oliver Lee 
stood the most to gain as the result of Fountain's alleged murder. Lee 
and another man, Jim Gilliland, who was also a suspect in the cattle
rustling cases, made themselves scarce. One of the ranches where 
they took refuge was owned by Eugene Manlove Rhodes, a prominent 
cattleman at the time and later nationally famous as the author of 
novels about the New Mexico Territory, two of which focused on 
Hillsboro. Surrender negotiations were finalized by Rhodes, and the 
prisoners were sent to Silver City to await trial in Hillsboro. 16 

An impressive list of attorneys was assembled for the trial. For 
the prosecution were District Attorney Robert Barnes of Silver City, 
William Burr Childers of Albuquerque, and Thomas Benton Catron of 
Santa Fe. The defense counselors were Harvey B. Fergusson of Albu
querque, Henry M. Dougherty of Socorro, and Albert B. Fall. 

The trial got underway on May 26, 1899. The witnesses called to 
testify read like a "Who's Who" in the New Mexico Territory, in
cluding Governor William T. Thornton and Sheriff Pat Garrett of Las 
Cruces. Defense and prosecuting attorneys argued their respective 
cases for several days. The crowds in Hillsboro were at a fevered 
pitch, and shooting could have broken out at any moment. But cooler 
heads, and the presence of numerous guards, prevented violence. 
When the verdict of "Not Guilty" was pronounced, a great cheer was 
heard in and out of the courtroom. To this day, the disappearance and 
probable murder of Albert and Henry Fountain is still unsolved, and 
no other persons have been tried for it. 

Another trial twenty-two years later captured the attention of 
all New Mexico - maybe because it dramatized a type of Old West 
violence thought to have passed into history. The words "Range War" 
almost always conjure up visions of the 1880s, but in 1921 the Santa 
Fe New Mexican carried this headline: "One Man Killed and One 
Wounded in Range War."17 The principal participants in this dispute 
were the Sikes and Nunn families. The Sikes family was headed by 
Roger Sikes, who was in the cattle business in Texas, in California, 
and, eventually, in Spring Valley, New Mexico. The Nunn family, 
formerly the owners of ranches in California, had acquired a ranch 
(called the SLC Cattle Company) which bordered the Sikes holdings. 
The conflict between the two · families began in about 1919, when 
Roger Sikes discovered that SLC had run a drift fence across a piece of 
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range that he believed did not belong to the Nunns. It was valuable 
land because it included the Jarlosa Creek, the only water in the area. 
It is believed that Roger went all the way to Washington for a final de
cision as to the status of the land and was assured that it was still open 
for settlement. On his return, he sent for family members and arranged 
for them to homestead the property. Meanwhile, the SLC moved onto 
the disputed land. The Nunns built a ten-room house, sank a 300-foot 
well, erected a windmill in the middle of the road leading to the Sikes 
property, fenced it off and started watering their cattle. 18 

Not unreasonably, John Sikes took exception to all this activity. 
He appealed his case to court and was successful in obtaining an in
junction forbidding improvements. The SLC ignored the court order 
and proceeded with construction. John brought them to court, and 
this time Pryor Nunn was found guilty of contempt and assessed a 
fine of $500. Pryor then appealed the ruling. 

While this case was still pending, the SLC house burned down. 
Soon afterwards the windmill was torn down and the well was filled 
with fenceposts. The SLC employed Luther Wright and Jay Barnett 
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as guards or, as some have said, as hired guns. On April 19, 1921, the 
conflict between the two families came to a violent head: John Sikes 
was killed on the disputed property occupied by the SLC. 19 

Two different stories were told by the combatants. The Nunn 
version held that Wright and Barnett were examining the extent of 
the damage at the Nunn homestead on that April morning when John 
Sikes rode up and ordered them off the land. Knowing John's reputa
tion as a fearless gunfighter, Wright reached for his rifle. When Sikes 
made a move for his revolver, Wright shot Sikes twice, killing him 
almost instantly. The two Nunn employees then rode off to Hillsboro 
and surrendered to Sheriff Neil Sullivan. Wright expressed regrets 
about what had happened but declared, "It was my life or his." A 
preliminary hearing was held the next day, and Justice of the Peace 
William P. Keil released the two men on a $5,000 bond each, to await 
action by the Grand Jury. 20 

The Sikes version of what happened relied on a Basque 
sheepherder who said that he had seen John Sikes ride up to the 
two men that morning and reach out to shake hands with one of 
them when suddenly the second man shot Sikes in the back. When he 
fell off his horse, the other man also shot Sikes. The sheepherder then 
stated that the two men (Wright and Barnett, presumably) started 
cutting Sikes up to make it appear that he had been shot from the 
front. The autopsy revealed that Sikes had been shot from behind. To 
complicate matters even further, the sheepherder soon disappeared, 
and the Sikes family assumed that he had been murdered by members 
of the SLC. 21 

On August 18, 1921, the SLC and several members of the Sikes 
family went at it again. When the shooting ended, Hood Sikes was 
dead, Charles Sikes was wounded three times, and Jay Barnett was 
also wounded. Lane Sikes was knocked off his horse and lay on the 
ground playing dead. The Coroner's Jury found that Hood Sikes was 
killed by parties acting in self-defense. The rest of the SLC group still 
faced charges on the other alleged murder, and the case went to trial 
in the courthouse at Hillsboro. Once again, a verdict of "Not Guilty" 
was rendered. 22 

Remarkable as it was in the political and judicial history of 
Sierra County, the courthouse at Hillsboro was fated for extinction. 
In 1936, after a special county vote, Hot Springs (now Truth or Conse
quences) secured the right to be the county seat. In 1938, construction 
of a new county courthouse was begun. That same year, the County 
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Commission sold the Hillsboro courthouse for $400 to a scrap dealer, 
and it was town down. 23 

Although only a bit player in the Jong sweep of New Mexico 
history, Hillsboro deserves more than casual mention, for it has lent 
shape and substance to several important "scenes" in the colorful 
drama. Originally it helped to serve the mining industry. Then, when 
the ore ran out and the miners moved on, Hillsboro did not deteriorate 
into a ghost town, but accommodated itself to the area's ranching in
terests. Now a retirement community, it contributes to the state's 
tourist business. Its quiet, rustic setting attracts vacationers who - if 
they listen carefully - can hear whispers of the past drifting along 
from such Hillsboro landmarks as the window sills of the vintage 
homes and the skeletal remains of its old courthouse. 

MICKEY MONETT, a graduate student in history'at New Mexico 
State University, is a retired police officer. A newcomer to the 
Southwest, he enjoys researching some of the neglected aspects of the 
region's history. 
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8 
enjamin Shacklett Dowell came to El Paso as one of the earliest 
pioneers, at the close of the War with Mexico. He arrived in 
about 1849, white-haired at the age of thirty-one years. Tradi
tion holds that his hair turned white while he was a prisoner of 

war in Mexico City. A native of Kentucky, he had been a volunteer in 
the First Regiment of the Kentucky Cavalry during the war. He was 
in a party that was captured at a ranch called La Encarnacion on 
January 21, 1847. He was freed the following September and, upon 
his discharge, was among those receiving claims to 160 acres of land 
for having served in the military. 

We do not know what drew him to the El Paso valley, but upon 
his arrival he went to work for Juan Maria Ponce de Leon, who had 
large land holdings on both sides of the river. The ranch on the east 
side, where Dowell worked, occupied the heart of the present down
town area, and was planted in orchards and vineyards. Few people 
lived in that immediate area; the valley's population of about five thou
sand was clustered mainly around Y sleta, Socorro, and San Elizario. 
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It was in Ysleta that he found his wife, Juana Marquez. A Tigua 
Indian, she was the daughter of a tribal cacique. When they married in 
about 1852, she was nineteen and he was thirty-four. She spoke only 
Spanish and the Tigua language and, like many young women of her 
era, had no formal schooling. 

In 1853 Dowell's closest friend, William Ford, became sheriff of 
El Paso County, which had been organized only three years earlier. 
Ben became his deputy. Following the so-called Magoffin Salt War in 
January, 1854, the two men took their families to California. There 
they found the construction of houses much more profitable than pan
ning for gold. Ben and Juana's first child, Mary, was born there on Oc
tober 31, 1854. Six months later, the family decided to return to El 
Paso, where several changes had occurred in their absence. The Post 
at El Paso, which had been on the Ponce ranch location from 1849 to 
1851, had been re-established in January of 1854. Stage service had 
begun, linking the community to San Antonio and Santa Fe. And a 
Masonic lodge had been instituted in April. 

Dowell evidently went into business for himelf at this time In 
1857 he paid $450 for the 128-by-60-foot lot at the corner of Alameda 
and Sonora, now El Paso and West San Antonio streets, where he 
operated his well-known billiard saloon. It was located in the lower end 
of a long adobe building that occupied the block where the Westin Del 
Norte Hotel now stands. Family quarters were in the back of the build
ing. Ben's brother, Nehemiah, called Nim, joined him during this period, 
for his name also is shown on lots in the 1859 plat of El Paso drawn by 
Anson Mills. Nim's lots were part of the present Civic Center site. 

Ben also would acquire other property, including the site of the 
present Caples Building. In 1863 he and Nim were granted 320 acres 
of Upper Valley land by Governor F. R. Lubbock, and Ben also 
acquired several other large holdings in the vicinity. 

Dowell operated not only a saloon, but also a grocery store, at 
times a hotel, and from 1857 to 1860, the town's first official post of
fice. His place of business was prominent enough that it became the 
voting place when El Pasoans decided on the secession issue. The 
Mills brothers, W. W. and Anson, in their respective autobiographies, 
were undoubtedly the only two who cast the "no" votes, as opposed to 
some nine hundred favoring secession. The 1860 census, by the way, 
had shown a population of 428. This election phenomenon was an 
early example, but by no means the only one, of El Paso's inflation of 
the ballot box. 
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Not long after the birth of his son, John, in 1862, Dowell left El 
Paso to become involved in the Confederate cause, including a 
botched effort to run the Galveston blockade with a shipload of cotton. 
He joined the Confederate army with the rank of captain. 

On his way home at the close of that war, he visited relatives in 
Sherman, Texas, where he acquired from his brother the horse, Kit, 
that was to become famous in El Paso racing circles. Ben's family had 
waited out the war in El Paso de! Norte, now Ciudad Juarez, while 
Ben was away for nearly a year and a half. Juana sold many of her 
household goods, including her cookstove, as well as her fine dresses 
and jewelry, in order to buy food. Mexico was also undergoing eco
nomic hardships at that time because of its conflict with France. 

Dowell's Masonic lodge brother W. W. Mills, as a Unionist, 
became involved in federal confiscations of land belonging to seces
sionists. Those who had served the Confederate cause were subject to 
arrest by the military upon returning to El Paso. Thus, Ben sent ten
year-old Mary across the river with a letter to Mills, saying he was 
tired of "living a dog's life," asking Mills' forgiveness for any differ
ences, and seeking his intervention with the military to enable the 
Dowell family to return home. Mills complied and even entered into a 
partnership with Ben in racing the mare, Kit, which proved to be a 
profitable enterprise. The races were held along Overland Street not 
far from Dowell's saloon, which he was able to reopen when his prop
erty was restored. 

In 1868 Dowell became the sixth worshipful master of El Paso 
Masonic Lodge 130, then served two years as secretary. He represented 
the lodge in obtaining the block bounded by Franklin, Missouri, Mesa, 
and Oregon streets for a cemetery in 187 4. He also served on the com
mittee whose work enabled the Masons to acquire a building in 1878, 
an adobe structure located at San Antonio and Mesa where the 
Popular now stands. In 1870 he had become district deputy grand 
master of an area that had three lodges in a vast territory extending 
into the Big Bend. 

The City of El Paso was incorporated by the Texas Legislature 
on May 17, 1873. In the election of August 12, Dowell was chosen as 
mayor, with six aldermen. Their early concerns were for the safety of 
the water supply, the definitions of crimes and punishments for them, 
the division of the city into three wards, and the design of a city seal. 
Within a month, three aldermen resigned and a fourth was disquali
fied, so another election was held in October to fill the vacancies. 
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During his term of office, Dowell corresponded with the mayor 
of El Paso del Norte regarding the changing channel of the river that 
was the international boundary. The Mexican mayor proposed that 
they agree on a revision of the line, but Dowell insisted that such deci
sions rested with authorities in Washington and Mexico City. Thus a 
possible settlement of the Chamizal difficulty might have been 
averted with a handshake across the river. 

Dowell stood for re-election in 187 4 but was defeated by attor
ney M. A. Jones over the issue of whether dogs should be restrained; 
Jones supported a license fee and restraint and won, 33 to 17. The 
fragile city government fell apart the next year, not to be revived un
til 1880. By that time, Dowell was serving as county commissioner, 
having been elected in 1878. 

Besides his many properties in the town, Dowell operated a 
ranch in the Upper Valley. He and Juana had five children: Mary, born 
in 1854, who was to marry Warner Phillips; John, born in 1862; 
Nehemiah, born in 1866; Elijah, birthdate unknown; and Richard, 
born in 1875. Mary and Warner Phillips had a ranch on her father's 
land near the present intersection of Doniphan and Mesa. Their two 
young sons - Ben Dowell Phillips and John Newton Phillips - were 
near the ages of Mary's younger brothers. Mary's descendants have 
continued to live in El Paso. 

Three weeks before his sixty-second birthday, Uncle Ben 
Dowell, as he had come to be known, was in the fields at his valley 
ranch when he discovered a leak in an irrigation ditch. In order to 
keep it from flooding a vineyard, he worked to repair the leak. 
Although he had always enjoyed good health, this time the cold and 
dampness were too much for him. He became ill with pneumonia and 
died on November 8, 1880. Mary and Warner Phillips undertook the 
care of her younger brothers because her mother was ill with tuber
culosis. Juana Dowell died in 1890. 

The El Paso Independent School District in 1959 recognized the 
contributions of Ben Dowell as a pioneer civic leader and of his 
daughter, Mary, as an early teacher, by naming Dowell Elementary 
School in their honor. 

NANCY HAMILTON, recently retired from her position as Associate 
Editor of Texas Western Press, is the author of a monograph entitled 
Ben Dowell: El Paso's First Mayor (Texas Western Press, 1976), as 
well as many other articles on the history of the El Paso Southwest. 
She is an active member of Western Writers of America, Inc. 
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by Margo Burchell Adams 

~
his festive ceremony adds three names to the list of "Outstand
ing Men and Women of character, vision, and creative spirit 
who have . . . made El Paso County better for their having lived 
in it." I am greatly privileged to pay tribute to one of those 

people: Alice Pierce Barry - Aunt Alice, as my sisters and I fondly 
called her. 

Alice was born on September 11, 1885, in Boston, Massachu
setts. Her father, a graduate of the School of Theology at Princeton 
University, was a clergyman. She graduated from the Girls' Latin 
School in Boston and then entered Smith College in Northhampton, 
where she earned a degree in history and was elected to Phi Beta Kap
pa. For nine years she was a teacher at the McDuffie School for Girls 
in Springfield, Massachusetts, and for the next two years she was 
assistant principal at the Berkley Institute. 

In 1920, Alice married John Gerald Barry, a geologist and min
ing engineer. Jack was a graduate of the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology and, like Alice, was a native of Boston. After a brief inter
val in South America and Mexico, where Jack was employed, the couple 
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ALICE PIERCE BARRY 
1885-1975 

(photo courtesy Robert L. Tappan, Ph.D.) 

settled in El Paso. During the 1920s and early 1930s Alice spent her 
time caring for her young son, John S. Barry, making friends, par
ticipating in the P.T.A., the Woman's Club, and the American Associa
tion of University Women. She also helped organize the Auxiliary to 
the American Institute of Mining and Metallurgical Engineers. 

Jack became the first president of Texas College of Mines and 
Metallurgy (now The University of Texas at El Paso), and Alice was 
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his "first assistant." It was Alice who influenced Jack to hire Leland 
Sonnichsen, one of four young men who had applied for a position on 
the English faculty at the College. Dr. Sonnichsen was told that if he 
could create a course on southwestern literature he could have the 
job. Such a course was virtually unheard of in those days. You all 
know the result of that interview. And Alice, by the way, saw to it 
that copies of all of Dr. Sonnichsen's books were given to Smith Col
lege. She wanted her eastern friends to know that the Southwest had 
a literature and a history of its own. 

Alice was a lover of literature and an avid reader. Thanks to Mr. 
Maurice Schwartz, she became a book reviewer for the Popular Dry 
Goods Company. Many El Pasoans have a vivid memory of the little 
auditorium on the seventh floor, where Mrs. B., wearing one of Mrs. 
Stalker-White's elegant hats from her third-floor emporium, delivered 
sparkling, insightful book reviews. 

Alice was also vitally interested in social work. It had, in fact, 
been a challenging concern since her college days. In time she became 
Executive Secretary of the Central Council of Social Agencies and of 
the El Paso Social Service Exchange. These groups gradually evolved 
into the Community Chest and later into the United Way. Her 
position gave her opportunities for volunteer service in many 
organizations. She was president of the El Paso County Tuberculosis 
Society (1939-1943) and was a board member of the El Paso Child 
Guidance Center, the School for Retarded Children, Our Lady's Youth 
Center, McCall's Day Nursery, and the Lighthouse for the Blind. She 
also served as Secretary to the Citizens' Committee on Youth 
Problems. 

As these kinds of volunteer work indicate, Alice was particular
ly fond of young people. Her home on Federal A venue and later on 
North Mesa were centers of fun and school activities. We could always 
count on Aunt Alice to cook breakfast before the gang left to attend 
Easter Sunrise Services at the El Paso High School stadium. And she 
always made sure we had homemade ice cream for the Fourth of July 
celebration. 

During World War II, Alice was employed by radio station 
KTSM as a commentator on the war's progress, a program sponsored 
by the Popular. At the time I was an announcer for KTSM, and we 
worked together until the end of the war. Throughout those years, 
Alice rose consistently at 4:30 a.m. to prepare her commentary. On 
Saturday afternoons she did research at the public library. 
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In addition to this heavy schedule, Alice was generous with her 
time and talent in Volunteer War Work - both before and after the 
death of her son at Gander Field in Newfoundland. John was the pilot 
of a B-24 bomber en route to London with highly secret papers. The 
rainy weather at Gander was bad, but John's crew elected to try a 
take-off. The plane hit the only large boulder in the area. On the 
Wednesday following notification from the War Department that her 
son was missing, Alice gave her regular weekly current-events talk to 
patients at William Beaumont General Hospital - without mention
ing her own grievous news. After the war the cemetery at Gander 
Field was closed, and John's body was brought to El Paso. Typical of 
Alice, she had a small dinner party at her home for the escort who ac
companied John's body. Needless to say, Alice would not permit the 
occasion to be a sad one. 

Throughout the war years, she also conducted quiz programs at 
all the Fort Bliss service clubs and served as assistant coordinator of 
the Soldiers' Recreational Council. Meanwhile, her volunteer work in 
the community was extensive. She was active in the Women's Aux
iliary of the College of Mines, the Pan American Round Table and the 
Women's Department of the Chamber of Commerce. 

In 1956 Alice went to live in Grand Junction, Colorado, where 
her husband was associated with the Atomic Energy Commission. She 
returned to El Paso upon his death in 1963 and made her home with 
our mother, Mrs. Tom Burchell. She spent her summers in Marble
head, Massachusetts, with Mr. Barry's sister, Helen Hartnett. After 
the death of our mother, Alice moved to Marblehead, where she died a 
few days after her ninetieth birthday. 

In a way, Alice Barry was ahead of her time. She was what 
might be called an early-day "liberated woman." She and her ideas 
were often misunderstood. But no amount of misunderstanding ever 
dampened her zest for life or her commitment to her profession of 
Social Service. Alice Barry was always true to herself. I like to 
remember her best with the only advice she gave her son when he 
went off to war: "Never draw to an inside straight!" 

MARGO BURCHELL ADAMS was the first woman announcer for 
El Paso radio station KTSM. She holds degrees from Christian Col
lege (Columbia, Missouri) and The University of Texas at El Paso. She 
is active in the Comadres Club of El Paso and is currently president of 
the Sunset Heights Garden Club. 
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Louis w .. BReCJ{, M.D. 
by Laurance N. Nickey, M.D. 

A
mong the outstanding services performed by the El Paso County 
Historical Society is its annual recognition of two or three El 
Pasoans who have made significant contributions to the com
munity. One of these people being so honored on this occasion 

is Louis William Breck, M.D., a true native El Pasoan and a pioneer 
and innovator in the field of orthopedic surgery. 

Louis Breck was born on March 24, 1909, the son of Dr. L. M. 
Breck, a dentist who had settled in El Paso in 1898. He received his 
early education in the public schools of El Paso and began his higher 
education at El Paso Junior College, located on the top floor of the El 
Paso High School building. In 1927 he entered the Texas College of 
Mines and Metallurgy. Among his memories of his days at "Mines" is an 
incident which he ruefully refers to as a "Most Embarrassing Moment." 

One Monday morning, while walking to his classes at the little 
campus on the hill, he spied a lizard lying dormant from the cold. 
Thinking it would be a good specimen to take to his biology class, he 
picked it up, put it in his pocket, and made his way to his English 
class, which preceded the biology class. He took a seat next to one of 
the college athletes who was suffering the effects of some heavy 
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26 



HALL OF HONOR 

weekend celebrating. The room was warm - and the inevitable hap
pened: the young athlete closed his eyes in a grateful doze, and the 
lizard came to life, leaping from the pocket where it had been placed 
for safekeeping and landing squarely on the desk of the dozing stu
dent, who gave a shriek and bounded for the door. Instantly a wild 
commotion ensued while the young lizard-collector scurried hither 
and yon in an attempt to catch the frisky reptile. 

As far as is known, Louis Breck's higher education proceeded 
without any further embarrassing moments. He received the B.S. 
degree from Northwestern University in 1930 and his M.D. degree in 
1933 from Northwestern University Medical School, followed by a 
two-year internship and a subsequent residency in orthopedic surgery 
at the Mayo Clinic. 

Shortly after receiving his M.D. degree, Dr. Breck married 
Julia North, also a native of El Paso. The couple had four children -
Louis William, Jr., Judy, Susan, and Alan. And in the fullness of time, 
Louis and Julia Breck became the grandparents of seven boys. 

In 1937 Dr. and Mrs. Breck returned to El Paso to live, but their 
residence in their home town was interrupted by Dr. Breck's military 
service during World War II. After the war, they came home for good. 
In 1949 Dr. Breck founded the EI Paso Orthopedic Surgery Group in 
company with Dr. W. Compere Basom and Dr. Morton H. Leonard. 
The successor of this Group survives today. 

In spite of a very busy and demanding practice, Dr. Breck has 
managed an almost unbelievable number of accomplishments. In 1951 
he was the Arnold-Surman lecturer at the University of Texas Medi
cal School in Galveston. He was Chief of Staff of Hotel Dieu Hospital 
in 1955-56; a consultant at Thomason General Hospital, where he 
worked and taught almost continuously throughout his many years of 
medical practice; civilian consultant to the William Beaumont General 
Hospital Trustee Clinic for Orthopedics and Related Research from 
1947 until he retired; associate professor (and later clinical professor) 
of orthopedic surgery at the Texas Technological University School of 
Medicine in El Paso; and Consultant to the New Mexico Crippled 
Children's Hospital. 

Additionally, he helped to establish the International Associa
tion of Bone and Joint Surgeons, founded its journal, Clinical Or
thopedics, and served as the journal's associate editor for many years. 
He is the author of a textbook and more than one hundred articles 
which have been published in medical journals. 
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Dr. Breck's far-flung activities as an orthopedic surgeon took 
him to conferences all over the world, where he was an unofficial 
"good-will ambassador" for El Paso. He is fluent in the Spanish lan
guage, has written five scientific papers in Spanish, and has made 
many scientific addresses in Spanish at orthopedic associations through
out Mexico. 

Dr. Breck is a member of many professional organizations, 
including the American Medical Association, the Texas Medical 
Association, and the El Paso County Medical Society (which he served 
as president in 1961-62). He is also a member of the American 
Academy of Orthopedic Surgeons. He was president of the Texas Or
thopedic Association in 1950, the New Mexico Chapter of the Western 
Orthopedic Association in 1958, the Texas Society of Athletic Team 
Physicians in 1965, the Texas Traumatic Surgical Society in 1967, and 
the Texas Rehabilitation Association in 1968. 

The awards and honors which have been conferred upon Dr. 
Breck are so numerous that only a few can be mentioned here: the 
Legion of Honor Award from the Order of DeMolay; the Nicholas An
dry Award from the Association of Bone and Joint Surgeons in 1965 
for the year's best research; the Physician's Award of the year from 
the Texas Rehabilitation Association in 1966; the Outstanding 
Civilian Service Award from the Department of the Army in 1970; the 
Distinguished Service Award in 1977 from the Association of Bone 
and Joint Surgeons; the S. T. Turner Award from the El Paso Medical 
Society for Outstanding Contributions in the field of medicine to the 
City of El Paso in 1986. A long entry describing his life and ac
complishments is included in Who's Who in America, 1980-81. 

Dr. Breck retired in 1979, and he and his wife moved to a home 
in Wills Canyon, near Cloudcroft, where their younger son, Alan, is a 
physician in family practice. They returned to El Paso within a few 
years because of Julia Breck's declining health, and she died in 1984. 

Now confined to a wheelchair, Dr. Breck continues an avid in
terest in devj!lopments in medicine, in travel and exploration, and in 
events in the political, literary, artistic, and religious worlds. He says 
that four generations of the Breck family have enjoyed El Paso and 
Cloudcroft for 94 years and they are working at making it a century. 

DR. LAURANCE N. NICKEY, a native of El Paso, is Director of the 
El Paso City-County Health District. 
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'C)Je MysteRy Of t)Je 
MissiN(.J ARMY 'CRaiN 
by Bob Cunningham 

F
or Captain J.C. McFerran this was a routine operation. He was 
Assistant Quartermaster for the Department of New Mexico, then 
including what is now Arizona. He regularly launched trains from 
his Depot in Albuquerque to supply the Army posts scattered wide

ly throughout the large area. Varying with conditions and sometimes 
halted for repair of any wagon, an ox-drawn train rarely averaged 
more than twenty miles per day. Thus it would be out of official ken 
for days while slogging between posts. Not to worry. True, some had 
to give up a wagon or few. Still, despite attacks, virtually all com
pleted their assigned round trips. None disappeared. 

This one would prove an exception. Scandalously so. 
In late November, 1860, Captain McFerran had begun hiring 

the civilians to man this train. He signed William D. Kirk as Wagon 
Master. Kirk had just led another train, moving a regiment and all its 
gear from Utah to the Rio Grande drainage. Captain McFerran hired 
seventeen other men; roughly one-third were Hispanics, and all were 
approved by Kirk. They promptly set to fitting out the wagons, and 
each man was issued arms. Most of the wages would be withheld, to 
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be paid upon completion of the round trip - no mean incentive to do 
the job well. 

The train would carry stores requisitioned by Forts Craig, Floyd 
(shortly renamed McLane), Buchanan, and Breckinridge - the latter 
some four hundred wagon-miles southwest of Albuquerque. Captain 
McFerran reported to Major J. L. Donaldson, Acting Quartermaster 
for the Department of New Mexico in Santa Fe, that the train "con
sisted of sixteen wagons, 136 oxen (to spell haulers), and three mules." 
According to its Bill of Lading and Invoices, its freight consisted of 
many items - arms and ammunition, clothing, medicines, staple foods, 
and tools - worth over $10,000. Without delivery of these stores, the 
assigned posts would not be able to function much longer. 

The first leg of the journey, Albuquerque to Fort Craig, should 
be safe from Indians, but the next leg could be hazardous. Any group 
of armed men - Indians, outlaws, Mexican irregulars, American in
surrectionists - would welcome the train's cargo, all of it readily 
marketable on the frontier and in northern Mexico. And in these 
months immediately preceding the beginning of the Civil War, seces
sionists forces in West Texas hungered for supplies. 

To safeguard against any of these possible dangers, Captain 
McFerran entrusted Wagon Master Kirk with a note, dated January 
18, 1861, and addressed to the Commanding Officer at Fort Craig: 
"This will be handed to you by the wagon master of the gov't train 
transporting stores to Forts Floyd, Buchanan, and Breckinridge. 
Please furnish him with a suitable escort from your post to the Mim
bres or Fort Floyd with rations to that point."1 

On that same day, January 18, 1861, the train moved south 
from chilly Albuquerque with its eighteen hard men, equipment, and, 
in addition to the valuable train itself, its precious freight. The train 
duly made delivery to Fort Craig and - in something over a month's 
time after its departure from Albuquerque - to Fort Floyd. However, 
if an escort had been provided by the Commanding Officer at Fort 
Craig (as requested in McFerran's note carried by Kirk), that escort 
did not reach Fort Floyd. Some two months later (on April 9, 1861), 
Lieutenant J. B. Plympton of Fort Floyd (its name having meanwhile 
been changed to Fort McLane), wrote to Captain McFerran explain
ing the circumstances of Kirk's arrival at Fort Floyd: "Wagon Master 
Kirk arrived here alone and reported to me that at Cook's [sic] Spring 
the Indians had run off 40 head of [his train's] cattle. I furnished him 
with their number to haul his train to this post." Plympton also stated 
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in this same letter that Kirk "discharged many of his teamsters here 
and pretended difficulty in replacing them."2 

For weeks, the dismissed men had been working and living, day 
and night, with Kirk. He had approved their hiring for the round trip. 
The record gives no hint of mutiny. Kirk must have had some unusual 
aim in the wholesale dismissal. Also, now short of drovers and having 
delivered about half of his original cargo, Kirk might have been ex
pected to pack the remaining freight in eight or nine wagons, leaving 
the others to be picked up on his way back. He chose not to do so. 

After refitting, the train headed south from Fort Floyd on 
February 15. Several wagons were towed behind triple-teamed 
wagons. The stretch to Fort Buchanan was the longest of the as
signed four legs, and its route ran close to the Mexican border and 
through always-dangerous Apacheria. If an escort was requested, it 
was not provided - possibly because garrisons were being stripped of 
troops o:r:.dered east for the impending war. 

Kirk's train must have been widely visible, its wagons and herd 
of spare oxen strung over a quarter-mile of roadway and raising a 
towering cloud of dust. But no report would be expected of this train 
short of Fort Buchanan, deep in what is now Arizona. 

It did not reach Fort Buchanan. 

Officers' Quarters, Fort Craig, 1867. 
(Photo courtesy Arizona Historical 
Society Library, Tucson) 
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On March 5, eight days after Kirk's train had left Fort Floyd, a 
visitor to that fort told Lieutenant Plympton there of seeing an Army 
train at Corralitos, a village in northern Chihuahua. If Kirk's, it would 
be far south and east of its assigned route (see map, page 34). Plymp
ton relayed the report to his post commander, Major Isaac Lynde, 
who then, on March 11, took action in the form of a letter to the Assis
tant Adjutant General, Department of New Mexico, at Santa Fe: 

SIR: I have the honor to report that the public ox-train of fifteen* 
wagons . . . arrived at this post and after re-fitting left for Fort 
Buchanan on the 25th of February. 

On the 5th of March I received reliable information that a party 
of desperate men from the [Pinos Altos] mines [located about twenty 
miles west of Fort McLanej, at the instigation of Mr. Kirk, wagon 
master, had left for the purpose of taking the train into Sonora and 
selling it. I have ascertained that beyond a doubt they have succeeded; 
the train took the road to Janos [sixty miles southwest of Corralitosj. 

I have also received information that the inhabitants of the mines 
have formed a plan to attack this post, to capture public property and 
take all arms from us . ... 8 

• 

Meanwhile, Captain McFerran in Albuquerque had heard two 
different reports regarding the disappearance of the train, and on 
March 15 he dispatched a long letter to his superior, Major Donaldson 
in Santa Fe: "Mr. Elias Brevoort, former sutler at Fort Buchanan, ar
rived here last night direct from Tucson and reports that a public 
train of sixteen wagons and eighteen men which left ... here on the 
18th of January last, in charge of William D. Kirk, has gone into 
Sonora with the entire outfit. A few days since (before?] a report was 
received here that the train had been cut off and all with it killed by 
Indians .... "Captain McFerran went on to declare that "I put no con
fidence" in the story of the massacre, "but the other, I fear, is true." 
The captain closed his letter with a respectful suggestion that orders 
be sent to certain posts to test the "feared" rumor about Kirk's train 
and, if proved true, to use all possible means - including an appeal to 
the Mexican authorities - to recover the thieves and property. 4 

Two days later McFerran wrote Fort Buchanan, asking that a 
search be requested from posts as far west as San Francisco. And on 
April 3 he again wrote Fort Buchanan, citing a report that Buchanan 

*Author's note: This is the record's first indication that the train, on arriving at or 
departing from Fort Floyd (McLane), had only fifteen instead of its original sixteen 
wagons. One may have been abandoned in the attack at Cooke's Spring or left for 
repair at Fort McLane or been overlooked by observers. 
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troops had recovered the train; and, enclosing a list of the stolen prop
erty, he asked for particulars. In response to his request - and great
ly to his disappointment, no doubt - he received a message, dated 
April 24, 1861, from Lieutenant C. H. Ingraham of Fort Buchanan: 
"The report that the train has been recovered by troops from this post 
is without foundation .... "5 

To probe the identity of the persons who may have been respon
sible for the disappearance of the train, we need to go back some 
twenty-five years or so. In 1835 John C. Calhoun, William Porcher, 
and others had formed a secret society - the Knights of the Golden 
Circle. "I ts sole purpose was the dissolution of the Union and the 
establishment of a Southern empire."6 Its .concept envisioned a circle
shaped polity surrounding the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean Sea, 
governed from Dixie. A campaign to take all of Mexico in filibuster 
fashion was outlined by the founders, this plan shelved by the Mexican 
War ten years later. "In a convention of the Knights held at Raleigh, 
North Carolina, May 6-7 [1860], George W. Buckley, president of the 
Knights of the Golden Circle, stated its plans publicly."7 These plans 
gave priority, second only to helping the South become independent, 
to the conquest of Mexico. 

However grandiose, that concept was nurtured by offers from 
Mexicans to sell or otherwise release whole regions of Mexico. As early 
as 1852, "Justo Sierra ... braved the long trip to Washington to solicit 
annexation into the North American Union for Yucatan." Incumbent 
and prospective governors (war lords) of northwestern Mexico, and 
even presidents, invited transactions. In that atmosphere filibusters 
bloomed, nearly all fruitless. "Between 1841 and 1857 there would be 
no less than nine filibusters in Sonora alone."8 For other parts of Mex
ico they would continue into 1864. 

The society of Knights attracted more than dreamers. Many of 
its members were United States Army officers stationed in strategic 
military posts. Other members also were able to take subversive ac
tions in order "to strike a blow for freedom." As tension mounted 
against the North, the para-military force spawned other, regional 
bodies with much the same aims and similar names - such as The 
Knights of the Columbian Star and The Sons of Liberty. 

The United States Department of Justice investigated the 
parent organization, finally issuing its alarming report in 1864. Mean
while, the leaders and the activities of some chapters - despite their 
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covert character - were reported in newspapers. A notably menacing 
chapter, reported the Mesilla Times, lurked in Pinos Altos, that min
ing center located very close to Fort McLane and to the road leading 
from there to Fort Buchanan. 

On March 30, 1861, the New York Daily Tribune carried this 
report from its Tucson correspondent: 

The secessionists in Pino Alta [sic] led by Thomas J. Masters, 
held a meeting there and resolved to annex Arizona to Texas or the 
Southern Confederacy. A similar meeting was held in Mesilla. 

Recently a government train of fifteen wagons loaded with rifles, 
ball, lead, powder xc left the Albuquerque arsenal ... for Fort 
Buchanan near the Sonora line. The wagonmaster, Kirk, accompanied 
by some two hundred Knights of the Golden Circle, secessionists from 
Pino Alta, ran the wagons into Sonora, Mexico, intending to dispose of 
them or to kick up another fillibuster [sic] foray. 9 

On April 9, ten days after this story had appeared in the New 
York newspaper, Lieutenant Plympton was responding to Captain 
McFerran's questions about the train's stop at Fort Floyd/McLane. 
After describing Kirk's arrival, his dismissal of several teamsters, and 
his departure, the lieutenant proceeded to the rumors circulating 
about the area. None of these made mention of any participation by 
the Knights of the Golden Circle, but only of Kirk's role: " ... we heard 
here that [Kirk] had gone to Janos, about 60 [actually nearer 100] 
miles south of this post" and "that the train was sold to the brother of 
an ex-governor of Sonora ... [who] afterward made them [Kirk et al] 
return his money." Lieutenant Plympton added that "Some of the 
teamsters [dismissed here by Kirk] are on their way to Albuquerque to 
be paid .... "10 

On April 13, Captain McFerran - now in possession of additional 
facts - again wrote to his superior, Major Donaldson in Santa Fe: 

Quite a number of teamsters who left here in Kirk's train have 
returned here. Some of them left at Fort McLane and others went with 
him to Corralitos, Mexico, where he sold the train toDonJoseZuloaga. 
Those who left him at Fort McLane say they did so because of bad treat
ment and because they expected him to act rascally. Those who con
tinued with him to Corralitos say they did not expect anything wrong. 
To these, mostly Mexicans, he gave a discharge in writing dated March 
10, 1861. Those who left him at Fort McLane, all being Americans, 
were refused a discharge . ... 

The men discharged at Corralitos say that Kirk and a man named 
Thomas Lance, who assisted him, left for Chihuahua [City] a short 
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time after the train was sold (reportedly for $6,000) and that they [the 
teamsters?] informed Mr. Zuloaga that the train and freight belonged 
to the U.S., that Mr. Zuloaga immediately went in pursuit of Kirk, 
brought him back, took the money and drafts from him, and gave him 
back his train. 11 

On April 15, McFerran wrote to David H. Deffendorfer, United 
States Consul at El Paso del Norte, enclosing copies of Invoices, Bills 
of Lading, and "Kirk's receipt for the equipment of the train." He 
pointedly authorized that copies of these documents be provided "to 
the U.S. Consul in Chihuahua [City]." 

About one week later, McFerran received from Lieutenant C. 
H. Ingraham of Fort Buchanan a response (dated April 17) to his mid
March request for a widespread inquiry into the matter of the missing 
train: "[Kirk's] train, I understand, left Fort McLane ... but veered 
off the road in the neighborhood of Soldier's Farewell [a spring about 
forty-five road-miles southwest of Fort McLane]." To this piece of in
formation, Lieutenant Ingraham added a statement which might 
possibly be interpreted as an allusion to the Pinos Altos chapter of the 
Knights of the Golden Circle: "It is reported that about 200 men in 
soldiers' clothes, supposed to be miners, went with the train." Then 
came the lieutenant's conclusion: "The more prevalent answer is that 
the train has been sold or otherwise disposed of near Chihuahua." 12 

Captain McFerran would hear from Lieutenant Ingraham one 
more time - the letter of April 24 (cited previously) stating that the 
Fort Buchanan troops had not recovered the train. 

So, two months after Kirk's train disappeared from official 
view, the Army still had no direct knowledge of what had happened to 
it - whether any part of it remained, in whose hands, or where. 
Meanwhile, Southern sympathizers moved more boldly. Army offi
cers, morally committed to States' Rights, resigned their commissions 
to join the Confederate Army. The Civil War began. 

In the turmoil of organizing for war, tracing the train lost 
priority. But the episode - losing a train without a fight? - triggered 
suspicion. Perhaps no one sensed it more than did the officer in sole 
charge of the operation. John Courts McFerran, a Kentuckian, had 
graduated from West Point and had fought in Mexico before becom
ing a captain in 1855. Excepting the still-open question of the 
vanishing train, his military record was good. Not long after the train 
went missing, he was assigned to build the Depot at Fort Union and in 
1862 he was promoted to Major and was assigned as Chief Quarter 
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Master for the Department of New Mexico. He became Chief of Staff 
to Colonel Carleton in 1863 and was Colonel McFerran in 1864. He 
was "Brvt. Brig.-General" in 1865 and, in the post-war shake-out, was 
Lieutenant Colonel posted in Washington. But he could not forget hif'. 
train that went A.W.O.L. 13 

As for the train, the record shows no further attempt to trace it 
until June 23, 1861, four months after it had disappeared. On that 
day, Major Donaldson issued a key authorization, reflecting news 
from the United States Consul at El Paso del Norte and a resolution 
to take an embarrassing step. The directive was addressed to Lieuten
ant D. C. Stith, Acting Assistant Quarter Master, Santa Fe: 

SIR: In the month of February or March of this year, an ox train of six
teen wagons and some hundred sixty oxen which Captn. J. C. McFer
ran AQM in charge of the De'pot at Albuquerque despatched with sub
sistence, ordinance, clothing, Quarter Master stores, and hospital sup
plies to Forts [Craig], McLane, Breckinridge, and Buchanan in charge 
of Acting Wagon Master Kirk was, after delivering the stores for Fort 
McLane, feloniously taken to Chihuahua and then sold to one Zuloaga 
living at Corralitos. Zuloaga, on learning the train belonged to the 
United States, pursued Kirk and took back the purchase money, re
turning the train. 

Kirk proceeded on toward Chihuahua [City] and was overtaken 
by one Pablo Rico, whom Mr. Deffendorfer, the U.S. Consul at El Paso 
[del Norte], had de'puted to recover the train and return it to this 
de'partment. Rico, however, was arrested near Casas Grandes [south of 
Corralitos] by a captain of the Regular Army of Mexico and the train 
and its contents [were] left there while Rico and Kirk were taken to 
Chihuahua [City] to await the decision of the Governor. 

It is understood that the train is still at Casas Grandes. My in
structions to you are to proceed . .. to Chihuahua[Cityj, present the let
ters which the Governor of this Territory and the De'partment Com
mander address to the Governor of Chihuahua, and demand the 
restoration to you of the train and its contents. On recovering it, you 
will conduct it to Fort Fillmore by such route as you think best . ... 14 

If the governor of New Mexico Territory provided a letter ad
dressed to the governor of Chihuahua, it does not appear . in the of
ficial record. The letter by "Ed. E. S. Canby, Major Tenth Infantry, 
Brvt. Lieut. Col., Headquarters, Department of New Mexico," is long. 
It introduces "Lieut. Donald C. Stith of the U.S. Army ... commis
sioned by me to visit Your Excellency for the purpose of asking your 
assistance in effecting the restoration of a wagon train .... "It reports 
the circumstances and the evidence carried by Stith, expresses "the 
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fullest confidence" that the governor will see that the property and 
the robber are "delivered into the hands of the accredited agent of the 
United States" and asks for an escort to the border. 15 

But Lieutenant Stith and his dispatches never reached their 
assigned destination - for reasons which the lieutenant explained in 
his letter of July 20, 1861, written from Fort Bliss, Texas, and ad
dressed to Lieutenant A. L. Anderson, Acting Adjutant General, 
Department of New Mexico, Santa Fe: 

SIR: I have the honor to report, for the information of the commanding 
officer of the Department of New Mexico, the circumstances connected 
with my arrest and being brought to this place. . .. Having proceeded 
asfar as one mile beyond the town of Guadalupe, Mexico - which place 
is about 40 miles distant from El Paso, Mexico - and while [I was] en
camped, a party of men from 12 to 15 in number came up; one, 
representing himself as Lieutenant Adams, told me he had orders to 
arrest me and take me to Fort Bliss. 

I asked him by what authority he did so. He replied, ''By the 
authority of the Southern Confederacy." I told him I did not recognize 
any such power, that it was a violation of the laws of nations - my be
ing on the soil of a foreign power. He replied that he was acting under 
the orders of his commanding officer, Colonel Baylor. 

As I had no sufficient force to resist him, I obeyed the order 
under protest and was brought to this place (together with those who 
had accompanied mefrom Fort Fillmore) . ... 

I was brought into the presence of Colonel Baylor, who told me I 
was a prisoner of war. I told him, in substance, the same as I had told 
Lieutenant Adams . ... He replied that he had not given orders for my 
arrest but, as long as I had been brought to this garrison, he did not see 
fit to release me . ... He then offered me a parole, which I signed, the 
alternative being solitary confinement . ... 16 

Did Lieutenant Stith find any sign of the train? And what 
became of "those who had accompanied [Stith] from Fort Fillmore"? 
Apparently, one of them was Elias Brevoort, that "former sutler at 
Fort Buchanan" who had been the first to tell Captain McFerran that 
the train had strayed into Mexico. In an autobiographical manuscript 
written in 1884, Brevoort made reference to the aborted mission: 
"About the time of the entry of the Texans [Baylor's troops entered 
the El Paso Valley early in July] I was employed to go to Chihuahua to 
recover a train of supplies that the wagon master had made off with ... 
clear into Mexico on his own hook. Myself and party were taken 
prisoners by Texans near El Paso; we were liberated in a few hours." 17 

The phrase "on his own hook": does it indicate knowledge on Brevoort's 
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part, or does it merely reflect the general consensus that Kirk's train 
had not been taken by hijackers, but rather "at the instigation" of Kirk 
himself (as Major Lynde had asserted in his letter of March 11, 1861, 
to the Assistant Adjutant General). 

As for Stith, he returned to his post, and was promoted to Cap
tain on August 8, 1861. Then, without explanation but probably for 
joining the Stars and Bars without resigning his United States Army 
commission, he was dismissed on September 25. The record states 
that he served in the C.S.A. as a Colonel, 1861-1865. 18 

Stith's message from Fort Bliss probably reached his command
ing officer, Major Canby, about the end of July - coincidental with 
the news that the Unio.n Army had been routed at Bull Run (Manas
sas) on July 21. More shocking to Southwesterners, perhaps, was the 
debacle at Fort Fillmore: that post was deserted and some five hun
dred fleeing Union soldiers surrendered to far fewer Texans under 
Baylor on July 27. 

In that dismaying context, with so much to be done urgently, 
who would take time to try further to trace a train long gone with 
fewer stores than were lost at Fort Fillmore? Army records end the 
train's trail at Casas Grandes. El Periodico Oficial de Chihuahua, in
cluding La Epoca, does not mention the matter. 

William D. Kirk joined Confederate General Sibley's invasion of 
northern New Mexico. He was one of a gang called "The Brigands" -
separately paid irregulars - "an unruly and rowdy lot." Kirk fought at 
Valverde on February 21, 1862, was shot in the leg at Glorieta, and 
suffered field amputation in the Confederates' ragged retreat. A year 
later he was proposed as Assistant Quarter Master for the Arizona 
Brigade to invade from Yuma. 19 Early in 1864, then Major Kirk headed 
for Yuma via Mexico, but no invasion was mounted. After the war, he 
retired to Dennison, Texas. There is no sign that he had capital from 
any source, including the train. He was elected Justice of the Peace in 
1873, failed of re-election in 1878, died sometime later that year, and 
was buried as a Mason. 20 If he recorded why and how the train was 
taken, or what became of it, that record has not surfaced. 

Elias Brevoort, in his reminiscence partially quoted above, 
wrote that "We went into Old Mexico in 1862 and remained there until 
the war was over." He did not join the Confederate Army, but his 
Southern sympathies were known. On March 15, 1862, Colonel James 
H. Carleton ordered Captain McCleave "to catch Elias Brevoort, a spy 
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and traitor, and let him be tried by a military commission and, if he be 
found guilty, be hung as swiftly as possible."21 Brevoort escaped but 
lost his United States properties. Apparently, in February of 1864, he 
joined other Southwest leaders in signing a petition to Confederate 
Lieutenant General Kirby Smith to launch a last-ditch campaign from 
Tucson. 22 After the war, he, like Kirk, returned to respectable life in 
the United States. He held several posts, including Receiver for the 
United States Land Office at Santa Fe in 1877-1881, and "found much 
original material" for historian H. H. Bancroft. 23 

On September 25, 1869 - eight years after it was presumably in 
custody at Casas Grandes - Colonel McFerran proposed a claim for 
compensation through the Joint American-Mexican Claims Commis
sion. A month later the State Department wrote the War Department 
that the evidence did not warrant a claim. 24 

Did the Knights of the Golden Circle or any other subversive 
group commandeer the train? Was it impounded by Mexican authori
ties? Hearsay is not fact. Who or what force acquired the train's 
cargo, equipment, and stock or proceeds from sale? 

The trail is ended, but the mystery lingers on .... 

BOB CUNNINGHAM, a retired archaelogist living in Tucson, is the 
author of many essays which have appeared in nat10nal and regional 
historical pubhcations and scholarly Journals. His M.A. is from the 
University of Arizona. He belongs to the Western History Associa
tion, Western Writers of America, and two Corrals of The Westerners. 
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The Password editorial board is pleased to name Clinton P. 
Hartmann as the recipient of the 1992 EUGENE 0. PORTER 
MEMORIAL AWARD for his two-part article "Charles Wright: 
Botanizer of the Boundary." Part I ("A Connecticut Yankee in Van 
Horne's Train") appeared in the Summer issue, and Part II ("At the 
Edge of the Power Struggle in the U.S. Boundary Commission") in 
the Winter issue. This $100 Award, established in 1975 in memory of 
the journal's founding editor, is presented annually to the author of 
the article which the editorial board selects as the year's outstanding 
contribution to Password. 

In close contention for the 1992 Award were several other ar
ticles, each one accorded high praise for the choice and treatment of 
its subject matter: "Drama in the Desert: The Hunt for Henry Skill- . 
man in the Trans-Pecos, 1862-1864" by Jerry D. Thompson (Fall); 
"Siege at Hueco Tanks" by Wayne R. Austerman (Spring); and "A 
Boy's View of El Paso, 1888-1889" by R. Noel Longuemare, Sr., with 
Joanne D. Ivey (Summer). 
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Past Stal}es 
by Hymer Elias Rosen 

Editor's note: The following essay appeared originally in a special 
PRO-MUSICA EL PASO publication titled "The Concert Choir and 
Chamber Orchestra 1985-1986." The essay is reprinted here with the 
permission of the author. 

--c he date was April 29, 1598. Juan de Onate reached the Great 
River from the North at the place where it flows through a rocky 
Pass. Accompanying him were not only soldiers and priests, but 
also musicians with their instruments. The next day he executed 

the toma de posesi6n, an elaborate ceremony performed upon taking 
possession of new territory. And then along the bank of the Great 
River, members of his expedition wrote and acted out the first known 
European drama on the North American continent. 

As new arrivals settled in, musical expression flourished. Even
tually a grove of trees along the Rio Grande near San Elizario became 
known, jokingly, as "The Opera House." In those early years, religious 
dramas, often supplemented by boys' choirs, were the only theater in 
the El Paso del Norte area. 

There was little durability to El Paso's nineteenth- and early 
twentieth-century theater. Many itinerant musicians and performers 
trouped across the country as indefatigably as the early settlers. 
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Some of them, however, were reluctant to visit the El Paso area, 
which had been referred to "as nearly the end of the world and the last 
of creation." When the railroad came to the town in 1881, minds were 
changed. Melodramas, comedies, variety, song and dance acts became 
standard fare, performed in barns, saloons and lofts. In many in
stances, the actors were better than the plays in which they were ap
pearing. They were troupers, captivated by the "make-believe" of the 
theater, and although they tried, they didn't always succeed in making 
"make-believe" believable. 

The Nellie Boyd Dramatic Company performed in El Paso in 
1881, and the following year the Wallace Sisters Company appeared. 
About this time many theaters were built. The majority were called 
Opera Houses or Halls; any euphemism was used to avoid the dirty 
word "Theater." 

The Coliseum (not the El Paso County Coliseum of today), built 
in 1882, was a "honky tonk" with a capacity of about 750 seats which 
were made wide enough to accommodate comfortably a man wearing 
a gun on his hip. The twenty-five boxes, it was said by a critic with 
tongue in cheek, were built for three persons, but usually accom
modated six - three men, each with a girl on his lap. The building was 
described as "a large barn-like '<lobe structure without pretense at ar
chitectural dignity, nor, for that matter, moral dignity." A year later 
the name was changed to National Theater in an effort to live down 
its reputation, but by the end of the year it was closed. At that time 
Hill's Hall on San Antonio Street became part of the theatrical scene. 

The first opera house built in El Paso was known as the Schutz 
Opera House and opened on July 23, 1883, with a production of East 
Lynne by the Nellie Boyd Dramatic Company. During that year it pro
duced melodramas only; however, the following year an opera was 
presented by a touring company from Mexico. On the eve of the open
ing performance, the tenor spent a few too many dimes in a 
downtown saloon (beer was cheap then) and wandered into an alley to 
see whether he could get his pistol to fire. His tipsy behavior was 
noticed by an assistant marshal who felt that the singer posed some
thing of a menace and "hauled him in" to jail. The opera on the follow
ing night was chaotic. The Schutz Opera House closed in 1885 and 
was destroyed by fire the next year. 

El Paso took its opera seriously. One day most of the cast of The 
Barber of Seville, all of them performers with the San Carlos Opera 
Company, went to the neighbor city on the other side of the Rio 
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The McGinty String Orchestra, 1890s 
(photo courtesy El Paso Public Library) 

Grande and celebrated too heavily. That night, the performance was 
like the Marx Brothers at the Opera. Pandemonium broke out in the 
audience, for local citizens would not accept abbreviated perfor
mances for any reason. 

Myar's Opera House was El Paso's real cultural beginning. It 
had a seating capacity of 1200, cost $60,000, and was considered one 
of the finest between San Francisco and Chicago. It was located on 
South El Paso Street and was known as "the boast and toast" of the 
town for eighteen years. It opened on December 15, 1887, with James 
O'Neill as the star of The Count of Monte Cristo. After that run, Edwin 
Booth and Laurence Barrett appeared in Julius Caesar, followed by I. 
W. Baird's Mammoth Minstrels. 

Most of the leading actors, singers, and musicians of the time 
appeared at Myar's. These performers included Louisa Tetrazzini, 
John Drew, John Barrymore, Lily Langtry, Nellie Melba, Sothern and 
Marlowe, May Robeson, Sarah Bernhardt, and many others. A Mex
ican opera company presented a number of light operas including 
some by Gilbert and Sullivan. This company's production of Bohemian 
Girl drew the largest audience to see a performance in EI Paso up to 
that time. On November 4, 1905, this building, like the Schutz Opera 
House, was destroyed by fire. 

To meet El Paso's growing cultural needs, other theaters sprang 
up to compete with Myar's, such as Hibbert's Hall and the EI Paso Con-
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servatory of Music. In response to this climate, the EI Paso public 
schools made an unprecedented contribution to culture by becoming 
in 1890 the first public school district in Texas to offer a music course. 
Also playing a major role in El Paso's musical history was the McGin
ty Club, founded in 1892. It was a fun-loving social and musical 
organization with as many as three hundred members at its peak. It 
had an enthusiastic band, a string orchestra, a mandolin club, some 
singing groups, and a Chinese ensemble. 

In 1895, Professor Ferdinand Dewey, a fine pianist and teacher 
from Boston, came to El Paso for health reasons. He was dismayed to 
find the city without a facility for chamber music. Under his leader
ship - and with money reportedly supplied by a patron - a building 
was erected on the site of the present United States Court House. 
Called Chopin Music Hall, it was dedicated on January 11, 1896, and 
hailed to be "acoustically perfect." It was a family place with perfor
mances every day except Sunday. Admission prices were ten, twenty, 
and thirty cents. 

The Curtiss Comedy Company appeared in various theaters in 
1902 and 1906; and the Airdome, a summer theater, opened on San 
Antonio Street. In 1910 the Bailey Stock Company performed at the 
Crawford Theater, which also became the home of the Emma Bunting 
Stock Company in 1917 and, in time, the home for Ed Redmond and 
his Musical Stock Company. 

The Elite Theater opened in 1911 with a fifteen-cent admission 
for adults to see the opening performance of Romeo and Juliet, and in 
1913 the Happy Hour Theater opened. The Alhambra Theater fol
lowed in 1914, constructed at the then extravagant cost of $150,000. 
It had a motion picture machine and also the "largest pipe organ in the 
Southwest." The Callis-Baker Players arrived in El Paso during the 
1920s and appeared for many years at the Texas Grand, which was 
built specifically for the legitimate theater. The acoustics were the 
finest for that type of entertainment. In time, as the cinema grew in 
popularity, the Texas Grand, like the Crawford Theater, became a 
movie house. 

Liberty Hall opened its doors on April 17, 1918. Many talented 
people "trod the boards" within the proscenium arches of the Liberty 
Hall stage, projecting their magical talents to the audience - among 
them such luminaries as Al Jolson, Marian Anderson, Anna Pavlova, 
Ignace Paderewski, Sergei Rachmaninoff, Fritz Kreisler, Placido 
Domingo, Lily Pons, Igor Gorin, Eddie Cantor, Lauritz Melchior, 
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(Photo from the archives, El Paso County Historical Society) 

Helen Traube!, Walter Hampden, and Mary Garden. The Chicago 
Grand Opera presented Carmen, and the San Carlos Grand Opera 
Company offered productions of Madame Butterfly, Rigoletto, Tosca 
and La Traviata. Mrs. G. Hallett Johnson, impresario, was respon
sible for bringing to Liberty Hall many of these performers and 
operas, as well as Broadway shows, the Mexico City National Sym
phony Orchestra, and Gilbert and Sullivan light operas. In addition, 
Mrs. Johnson produced Thursday morning musicals in the Crystal 
Ballroom of the Cortez Hotel for many years. 

The performing arts in El Paso have had a long and interesting 
history, peopled with fascinating singers, musicians, and actors. As 
we look from those early musicians of Juan de Ofiate to the profes
sionals who performed upon El Paso's past stages and to such ama
teurs as the members of the McGinty Club, we can easily see that the 
developing community at the Pass was not a cultural desert but a 
desert culture in full bloom. 

HYMER ELIAS ROSEN, a resident of El Paso since 1935, was ac
tive for some twenty-five years as a writer, director, and producer of 
amateur theater in El Paso. Now "retired" from theatrical work, he 
continues to pursue his interest in the subject through his research 
and writing. 
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ELFEGO BACA IN LIFE AND LEGEND by Larry D. Ball. El Paso: 
Texas Western Press, 1992, $15.00. 

Elfego Baca began his legendary career in 1884 as a nineteen
year-old deputy sheriff by holding off a gang of eighty rampaging 
cowboys for thirty-six hours in the town of Frisco (now Reserve), New 
Mexico. During the fray he killed four and wounded eight others. An 
estimated 4,000 shots were fired into the shack in which he took cover, 
and Elfego Baca walked away without a scratch. 

Baca became a lawyer and launched a stormy political career that 
lasted half a century. He was a strong advocate of Hispanic rights, al
ways maneuvering to get Hispanics tried before Hispanic juries. Besides 
practicing law, he operated a detective agency, dabbled in mining and 
real estate, and published a Spanish-language newspaper. He had a quick 
hand with a gun, resulting in several indictments and trials. He held 
many New Mexico elective offices, but his hopes for federal services 
evaporated with the disgrace of his political compatriot Albert B. Fall. 
From that time on, Baca's political fortunes declined. He became a Ber
nalillo County jailer, a far cry from his past prestigious positions. 

Baca had numerous El Paso connections. While practicing law in 
Socorro, New Mexico, in 1902 he opened a branch office in El Paso. In 
1911 he became associated with the Victoriano Huerta movement in 
the Mexican Revolution and earned the enmity of Pancho Villa. In 1915 
he killed one Celestino Otero a short distance from the Paso de! Norte 
Hotel. The following year an El Paso jury concluded he had fired in self
defense and found him not guilty. In 1921 he became the chief bouncer 
at the Tivoli Gambling Hall in Juarez, a job he described as "a lucrative 
position with the Mexican government." 

Elfego Baca's egotistical penchant for self-aggrandizement 
makes it difficult to separate fact from fiction, but there is no doubt 
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that his life swelled to legendary proportions. He died on August 27, 
1945, and within seven years Walt Disney released a movie: "The Nine 
Lives of Elfego Baca." This was supplemented by a popular song, "The 
Ballad of Elfego." 

The author has done a masterful job of sorting fact from fiction in 
order to give a full and factual account of this extraordinary and tur
bulent Southwestern character. An excellent set of notes and bib
liography provide the interested reader with access to the considerable 
body of literature concerning Elf ego Baca. 

FRANCIS L. FUGATE 

SONGS MY MOTHER SANG TO ME: An Oral History of Mexican
American Women by Patricia Preciado Martin. Tucson: The Univer
sity of Arizona Press, 1992, $35.00/$16.95.) 

Ten women responded to the invitation to tell their life stories to 
Tucson writer Patricia Preciado Martin. The result is a glimpse into a 
rich variety of personal experiences and a cumulative view of a culture 
and the changing conditions from the early part of the century to the 
present. All the contributors were born between 1904 and 1920, three 
in Mexico and seven in Arizona. 

In a Foreword, historian Vicki L. Ruiz points out that this collec
tion broadens our understanding of Mexican American history both be
cause it presents women's perspectives and because it is "one of the few 
studies focusing on Arizona, on rural life, and on the transition from 
rural to urban ... an important counterpoint to the largely urban (and 
California/Texas) orientation of contemporary Chicano scholarship." 

The questions Martin asked in her interviews followed the same 
outline: family background, childhood, secular and religious traditions, 
education, work and leisure, environment and living conditions. The 
accounts overlap primarily in the descriptions of secular and religious 
customs (and thus family/community values). Most respondents 
mention celebrating saints' days instead of birthdays, patriotic and 
religious gatherings, foods and recipes, dances and songs. Martin wise
ly uses the Spanish terms for many of these customs and provides 
English translations. 

Current readers might expect all the accounts to reveal cultural 
and ethnic inequities, and several of the women do comment on 
segregated schools, employment discrimination, and "the unofficial 
boundary between the 'American' side (we were all Americans!) and the 
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'Mexican' side" (Carlotta Silvas Martin). But the women do not em
phasize these injustices, probably in part because of their quiet deter
mination to succeed and survive whatever they encountered. As Julia 
Yslas Velez says at the end of her interview, "It was a hard life, but we 
made it." 

These stories show the extraordinary in the ordinary. These 
women - like their own mothers they repeatedly mention - worked 
hard, raised their families, and contributed to society in a variety of 
contexts. They pass on to other generations a truthful account of their 
lives and values. Thus "the songs our mothers sang to us," the remem
brances suggest, comprise the heritage which enables all of us to know 
ourselves and helps us to survive. 

LOIS MARCHINO 
Department of English, 
The University of Texas at El Paso 

THE GENTLEMEN IN THE WHITE HATS: Dramatic Episodes in 
the History of the Texas Rangers by C. L. Douglas. Austin: State 
House Press, 1992, $60.00 (limited edition), $24.95 (cloth), $16.95 
(paper). 

In his Introduction to this new edition of The Gentlemen in the 
White Hats by C. L. Douglas, Roger N. Conger writes: "All of us ad
mire courage and hardihood, and even toughness if properly directed. 
These attributes were, of necessity, much more pronounced in those 
early days on the frontier; it is nearly impossible for today's average ur
ban dweller to imagine the personal toughness and resolution made 
necessary by the everyday demands of a frontier society." 

In 1934, when Douglas wrote this highly readable account of the 
Texas Rangers' "personal toughness and resolution" after years of 
research, much of the Ranger tradition had its source in the popular 
novels by Zane Grey and Max Brand. In contrast, Douglas portrays the 
larger-than-life achievements of actual Rangers like Captain Jack 
Hays, Colonel John S. Ford, and L. S. Ross in the early days of the 
Republic; the exploits of Captain L. H. McNelly in South Texas against 
Cortina and the outlaw King Fisher in the 1870s; the mettle of such 
Rangers as Captain J. B. Armstrong (in his pursuit and capture of John 
Wesley Hardin), John R. Hughes as the Border Boss, and riot buster 
Captain Bill McDonald in the final decades of the nineteenth century; 
and the accomplishments in the twentieth century of Captain J. Mon-
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roe Fox along the Texas-Mexico border, Captain Tom Hickman in the 
Texas oilfields, and Captain Frank Hamer in his relentless pursuit of 
Bonnie and Clyde. They were truly the "gentlemen in the white hats." 

The Ranger mystique still persists - the mystique of a remark
able cast of characters vividly brought to life by Douglas - and will con
tinue so long as there are men like Ranger Captain A. Y. Allee, who 
died in 1987. When questioned whether he had ever attempted to arrest 
George Parr, the gruff Allee replied, "Mister, I never attempted to ar
rest any man in my life - I either arrested him or I didn't arrest him." 

Now updated with a new index and illustrations not published in 
the original edition, this book is a must for history buffs and for readers 
interested in the lore and legend of the Texas Rangers. 

HENRY D. GARRETT, M.D. 
El Paso 

THE HISPANO HOMELAND by Richard L. Nostrand. Norman: 
The University of Oklahoma Press, 1992, $29.95. 

Borderlands scholar Nostrand, a professor of geography at the 
University of Oklahoma, offers an in-depth study of the Hispanic 
homeland of northern New Mexico, roughly bounded by Socorro on the 
south and Taos on the north with the demographic center at Santa Fe. 
Beginning with Ofiate's colonizing expedition in 1598, Spaniards ven
tured into and settled the area, creating a Hispanic homeland which 
survives to this day as a culturally unique region, a truly remarkable 
geographical entity, and a distinctive part of America. 

The author traces the geographical ebb and flow, expansion and 
contraction of the homeland's boundaries, over four centuries. By 1900 
the homeland was in its heyday, having spread beyond New Mexico 
Territory to encompass adjacent parts of Colorado, Arizona, Texas, and 
Oklahoma with Hispanics comprising two-thirds of the population. The 
Anglo intrusion of the twentieth century and its attendant absorption 
of Hispanic culture coupled with Hispanic depopulation of the region 
are gradually causing Hispanos to lose their hold on their traditional 
homeland. 

As would be expected from a geographer, the book contains an 
abundance of interesting maps and tables which visually explain census 
data. It is carefully researched with strong historical documentation. 
There are frequent references to the villages of Abiquiu, Chimayo, Las 
Trampas, Truchas, and Penasco as well as a more detailed study of El 
Cerrito, where the author lived for a brief time in 1980. 
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The book confirms what El Pasoans who visit northern New 
Mexico have sensed all along - that the Hispanic people there are 
somehow distinct, culturally different from the Spanish-speaking peo
ple farther south, the ones who live on the U.S.-Mexico border. 

REBECCA M. CRAVER 
Coordinator; Institute of Oral History 
The University of Texas at El Paso 

The Editorial Board of Password and its staff members join with 
all the other members of the El Paso County Historical Society in cele
brating the selection of Lillian Collingwood, Editor of Password, as 
the recipient of the 1992 Chris P. Fox Memorial Award "for exemp
lary accomplishments in the encouragement, preservation, achieve
ment, publicity, creation, and restoration of El Paso's rich heritage." 
Presented at the Society's November, 1992, meeting, the plaque and 
the $500 cash award recognized Lillian's ten years of meritorious ser
vice as Password's guiding hand. 

CLINTON P. HARTMANN 
Associate Editor, Password 
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