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El Pasefio, Pa~Jle 
Ramon 01ltiz: 1814-1890 
By Samuel E. Sisneros 

As with many historical figures, the life of Padre Ramon Ortiz 
is shrouded with myths, truths, and half-truths. Though not 
much has been written about the cura of El Paso del Norte 
and surrounding parishes, Padre Ramon Ortiz could be con

sidered among the illustrious figures of regional Mexican history. 
He is one of the few Pasefios1 of the nineteenth century whose accom
plishments, character and prestige are worthy of historical essays, 
yet he is virtually unknown in academia and in the public sphere. 2 

Although some historical information concerning the work of 
Padre Ramon Ortiz as a priest and as a humanitarian and states
man is provided by correspondence among early Anglo-American 
settlers in the El Paso valley, newspaper articles, and family oral 
history, there is little information on his background and family. 
Herein will be presented previously unpublished material on his 
early life which will unveil the many connections that Ortiz had 
with people of influence and prestige. These connections, combined 
with his own courage and hard work, prepared him for a life of 
service to God, man, and country. 

A committed Paseiio in heart and in deed, Padre Ramon Ortiz's 
life began on the serene hillsides below the Sangre de Cristo 
mountains in Santa Fe, the capital of the Spanish province of 
New Mexico. Although an incorrect birth date was printed in the 
El Paso Daily Herald, 3 the actual birth date is found in the recent
ly microfilmed Archives of the Archdiocese of Durango, Mexico.4 

In the papers describing his ordination, the Vicar of Santa Fe, 
the Most Reverend Juan Felipe Ortiz, certifies that "according to 
public knowledge" Padre Ramon Ortiz was born on January 28, 
1814 to don Antonio Ortiz and doiia Teresa Miera. His parents 
were descendants of prominent families which dated back to early 
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colonial New Mexico, Chihuahua, and Mexico City. 5 He was the last 

son born into a family of eleven children. 
Insight into Ramon's early social influences can be found in 

the Archives of the Diocese of Durango, where his birth date was 

given. Padre Juan Felipe Ortiz, Ramon's third cousin, reveals in 

his letter that Ramon's godparents at baptism were the Lieutenant 

Colonel don Jose Manrique, Governor of New Mexico (1808-1814) 

and his wife dofia Inez Tellez. Padrinos, or godparents, hold an 

important social and political role in the extended family in 

Latin cultures. It is an institution that bonds non-relatives into 

a family. Ramon's padrinos, the Governor and first lady, certainly, 

were influential in his future life. It is likely that the Ortiz fam
ily, as with other privileged families in Santa Fe were hacenderos. 

Even today, some Ortiz families are still sheepherders in north
ern New Mexico.6 The only known biography of Padre Ramon 

Ortiz is a monograph written by Fidelia Miller Puckett in 1950, 

which does not give much information about Ramon's childhood 

or upbringing. 7 

Puckett interviewed the grandchildren of Padre Ramon Ortiz's 

sisters, Ana Maria and Maria del Rosario. The detailed accounts 

of their interviews are very interesting but are not supported by 

the primary documents of his life. As an example of this, a story 

related by Puckett says that when Ramon was born, and the fam

ily was finally blessed with a son, his mother, dofia Teresa, made 

a solemn vow that she would return her gratitude by rearing her 

son to become a priest. The story continues: even before Ramon 

was born, don Antonio Ortiz, her husband, had died, and a week 

after Ramon's birth, dofia Teresa also died. On her death bed, she 

entrusted her newborn to the eldest daughter Ana Maria and her 

husband the alferez Fernando Delgado, and admonished them to 

carry out the promise that Ramon would become a priest. A few 

years later Ramon's adoptive father was killed, leaving his sister/ 

adoptive mother a widow.8 Such is the story as romanticized by 

Puckett and which was later dramatized in a radio program en

titled "Builders of El Paso," which aired on Sunday, November 5, 

1939,9 on station KTSM. 
This story, like many family recollections or traditions, pro

vides insights and interesting anecdotes, but lacks conclusive 

evidence to help clarify certain chronologies or results of an event. 10 

A document recently found in the Historical Archives of the Arch

diocese of Durango contains the 1821 census of Santa Fe, New 
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Mexico which clarifies this episode of young Ortiz's life. 11 In the 
barrio of Torreon, which is located in the present city of Santa 
Fe, is listed the household of young Ramon Ortiz. 

The head of the household is don Antonio Ortiz, sixty-four 
years of age, married. Listed below him is dofi.a Teresa Miera, 
married, age fifty; Ana Maria, widow, age twenty-five; Maria 
Refugio, nineteen; Ramon age nine. 12 The Ortiz household also 
included five agregados or people who are not family mem
bers but who live in the household: Maria Dolores Campos, 
twenty-nine; Maria Antonia, nineteen; Dolores, nineteen; 
Josefa, four; and Guadalupe, seven. The following household 
is that of don Ramon's older brother Don Francisco de Paula 
Ortiz, age 31 and his wife dofi.a Ana Maria de Arce, the step
daughter of Alferez Antonio de Arce from Chihuahua. 13 

This census reveals that don Ramon Ortiz's parents did not 
die at his birth but rather they lived to see their youngest son be
come a priest. 14 The census also verifies the family oral history 
that Ana Maria was a widow sometime before 1821. She was the 
wife of the alferez don Fernando Delgado who was Ramon's first 
adoptive father according to Puckett's story. 15 It is apparent 
according to the census that he was not adopted by don Fernando 
Delgado nor by Ana Maria's second husband Lieutenant Colonel 
Jose Antonio Viscarra who was originally from Cuencame, Durango 
and was the third Governor of New Mexico from 1822 to 1823 under 
the Mexican regime. Young Ramon became the brother-in-law of 
the governor, which, with his baptismal connection to the past 
Governor Manrique, might have provided Ramon with political 
and financial affluence, and prepared him for the next stage in 
his life which initiated his transition from boyhood to manhood. 

Ruins of San Jose de Concordia el Alto. From Calleros, El Paso Then 
and Now. 
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The sacrament of confirmation was administered in Santa 

Fe, New Mexico on April 13, 183016 by the Bishop Jose Zubira of 

Durango. At the age of sixteen the young man was now ready for 

the education which would set him on the road to pursue his 

vocation of priesthood by attending the consular seminary in the 

city of Durango, Mexico. The aforementioned relationships assur

ed that he got there. 
The person who took young Ramon under his care and gave 

him the formal education that would prepare him for the study 

of the priesthood was the Vicar and priest from the City of Chihua

hua, bachiller don Juan Rafael Rascon. 17 Visitador Father Rascon, 

when on leave to Santa Fe, took Ramon and some other students 

into his Santa Fe home to begin classes which started in 1829. 

There Ramon studied Spanish grammar and Latin, which he 

"passed with honors"18 and was now ready for the seminary. In 

1832, he was accompanied by Father Rascon to the Seminary in 

Durango, where he studied philosophy. 19 A year later, while tak

ing course work in physics and ethics, he took a leave of absence 

in order to go with his mentor, Father Rascon, to the city of 

Chihuahua where he studied moral theology and its application. 

There he showed "great growth mature conduct without any bad 

habits" and it was "estimated by fellow seminarians who knew 

him that he did not drink, smoke, fight nor had he ever promised 

to marry."20 All of these traits corresponded, according to Father 

Rascon, to the fame and honor that Ramon's parents had in the 

territory of New Mexico, "for being honorable old Christians, 

The Plaza and Church of El Paso 1857. Courtesy El Paso Public Library. 
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God fearing and beneficiaries of the church."21 On June 9, 1835, 
Ramon solicited re-entrance into the seminary at Durango and 

was admitted to complete his studies. Ortiz soon became a deacon 

and on March 11, 1837 petitioned to be dispensed of the normal 
ordination age of twenty-four years as he lacked ten months to 
meet the required age. He was given dispensation and was ordain
ed at the hands of Bishop Zubiria on Holy Saturday, March 24, 
1837.22 Content and elated, Padre Ramon's father Antonio, possib
ly uttering his last words, drew up his last will and testament on 
April 27, 1837, which was less than a month after his son's ordi
nation. This must have been a jubilant day for both of his parents, 
not to mention the fulfillment of the supposed solemn vow of his 
mother dona Teresa. "23 

The newly ordained cura Ramon Ortiz, according to family 
tradition was given his first pastoral assignment in a small mining 
village in Mexico. 24 There is no record to identify this parish and 
verify the family recollections. A year later in 1838, Padre Ramon 
Ortiz was assigned to the Parish ofNuestra Senora de Guadalupe 
del Paso del Norte, in present day Ciudad Juarez, where he served 
for sixty-two years. 25 His priestly ministry led him to many churches 
throughout northern Chihuahua as his signature appears in many 
church registers in Carrizal, Casas Grandes, Janos, Namiquipas, 
and through out the El Paso del Norte valley including Socorro, 
Ysleta, San Elizario and La Mesilla, New Mexico. 26 

Situated at the Nuestra Senora del Guadalupe Church, Padre 
Ramon Ortiz began his life-long commitment to serve the valley 
of El Paso del Norte. His pastoral work paralleled his successes 
as a statesman and humanitarian. Padre Ortiz took residence 
not in the central district of El Paso del Norte but rather a few 

miles down river in the Chamizal, which was the site of a later 
United States-Mexico controversy.27 It was there that Padre 
Ramon began his double role of entrepreneur and charitable 
priest. He established a large home complete with a dam and mill, 
which was in use up until 1865 when, it appears, a problem arose 

because his neighbors were interested in opening the dam for 
irrigation.28 Puckett's interviews describe Ramon's home as being 

spacious and comfortable. It was the largest in the area, complete 
with guest bedrooms and large patios. It was surrounded by or
chards, vineyards and corrals, which covered seven acres. Puckett 
described how Padre Ramon sent for his sisters, dona Ana Maria 
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and doiia Rosario from Santa Fe. Once they were settled he 

made the "dangerous trip," as Puckett romanticized it, to Sonora, 

to rescue his widowed niece Josefa Delgado and her Samaniego 

children from a recent attack by Apaches. And thus was establish

ed in the Paso del Norte area the well-known Samaniego family. 

The El Paso del Norte census of 1842 provides valuable in

formation about Ramon's new household. The census listed only 

males living in the household and does not include the priest's 

sisters. His household is composed of the following individuals: 

Ramon Ortiz, age twenty nine, parish priest; Jose Antonio 
Ortiz, age twenty, familiar, a member of the family; Mariano 
Samaniego, ten; Anizeto Pino, eight years; Fernando 
Samaniego, six years; Vicente Ortiz, eight years.29 

The Jose Antonio Ortiz listed in this census is most likely a neph

ew to the Padre. Vicente Ortiz, the last child in the household 

listing, is recorded as a Tarahumara in a latter census. He was 

probably baptized and adopted by Padre Ortiz who gave him the 

Ortiz surname. The Samaniego brothers listed were Ortiz's grand 

nephews and the Pino boy is probably his nephew. A closer exam

ination of Ramon's sisters will define the relationships of these 

nephews. 30 According to Puckett's biography, Ana Maria, the eldest 

sister, was widowed twice. From her first husband Fernando 

Delgado, she had a daughter Josefa who was the niece Ortiz sup

posedly rescued later in Sonora. Josefa Delagado was born in 

Santa Fe in 1814 in the same year as Ramon Ortiz, married don 

Florentino Samaniego and moved to Bavispe, Sonora. Their known 

children were Fernando Samaniego, Mariano Samaniego, men

tioned later, and a daughter, Maria Refugio Samaniego, who mar

ried into the wealthy Daquerre family ofEl Paso del Norte. Ramon's 

other sister, Maria del Rosario, mentioned in Puckett's research, 

married don Francisco Sandoval in Santa Fe in 1821.31 A sister not 

mentioned by Puckett is Maria Josefa who in 1826 married Manuel 

Dorotea Pino, the grandson of Pedro Bautista Pino who is best 

known for being the first and only deputy from the province of 

New Mexico to the Spanish Cortes in 1810.32 

This Pino couple apparently never came to El Paso del Norte, 

but the young boy Anizeto Pino, listed in 1842 census, is most 

likely their son. It appears that Padre Ramon patterned himself 

after his mentor and educator Father Rascon, rearing and educat

ing the young men who occupied his home. Although Ramon's 
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sisters Ana Maria and Maria del Rosario are not included in the 
1842 Mexican census, they do appear in the 1844 Mexican cen

sus as being members of his household with their mother dona 

Teresa Miera who is listed as being seventy years of age. Appar

ently she died a few years later for she does not appear in the 1852 
census of El Paso del Norte. The 1852 census includes essentially 
the same family members found in the census of 1844, excluding 

the mother . 

. . . Ramon Ortiz, head of household, age 38, single, born in 
Santa Fe, priest, and knows how to read; Ana Maria Ortiz, 
age 52, widow, born in Santa Fe; Maria del Rosario Ortiz, age 
49, widow, born in Santa Fe; Jose Delgado 38, widow, born in 
Santa Fe; Mariano Samaniego, 29, single, born in Babispe, 
student, can read; Fernando Samaniego, 17, single, born in 
Babispe, traveler, can read; Maria Concepcion Samaniego, 
11, single, Babispe; Maria del Rosa Saldana, 10, S, born in 
El Paso; Bicente Ortiz, 21, single, Tarahumara, house keeper; 
Jesus Sandoval, 13, single, Paso; Juana Nunez, 34, widow, 
Paso, servant.33 

This census, with earlier enumerations, discloses that Ramon 
Ortiz did bring his sisters and their families to El Paso del Norte, 
and like his own father back in 1821, he opened his home to 
others who were not members of his family. It is important to note 
that though he was a priest and did not have any children of his 

own, Padre Ramon became the patriarch of a large family. In 

San Jose Mission in Juarez today. Photo by the author. 
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addition he offered his home to many travelers. It is said that 

the Padre would often give up his own linen and blankets, for 

someone in need, leaving him to sleep on a bare colch6n. 34 

His charity did not end with providing an education to the 

young men in his home, or offering his home to family members 

and other Paseiios in need. It extended out to the greater commu

nity and even to those who would soon be the enemies of the nation 

of Mexico, the Norteamericanos. His hospitality towards numer

ous visitors, both Mexican and Anglo-American, to El Paso del 

Norte is immortalized in early Anglo literature of the Southwest.35 

Following the defeat at the battle of San Jacinto, Texas in 

1836, Mexican president Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna was forced 

to sign the Treaty of Velasco which succeeded the Mexican de

partment of Texas and soon became the Republic of Texas. It was 

After crossing the 
hot New Mexican 
desert known as the 
Jornada del Muerto 
and reaching 
El Paso del Norte, 
these prisoners were 
in sorrowful condi
tion. It was then 
that Padre Ramon 
Ortiz, though in
tensely patriotic, 
gave comfort to the 
prisoners as it was 
his Christian and 
priestly duty. 

then that the Texans almost immediately 
intended to occupy New Mexico, for they 
believed that the Treaty ofVelasco speci
fied that the Texas border extended "up 
to the Rio Grande." To lay their claim to 
these boundaries, the Texans set out on 
the Texan-Santa Fe expedition of 1841. 
Before entering Ramon's native village 
of Santa Fe, the Texas troops, composed 
of 270 soldiers and fifty merchants who, 
it was believed, were actually militia, en
countered fierce resistance from the 
Mexicans under the command of Gover
nor Manuel Armijo. The 172 Texas sur
vivors were taken prisoner and marched 

to Mexico City. Angered by this Texan 
invasion of Mexican soil, the New Mexi
can captors tortured, mangled, and 

starved these prisoners on the long march 
south. After crossing the hot New Mexi
can desert known as the Jornada del 

Muerto and reaching El Paso del Norte, these prisoners were in 

sorrowful condition. It was then that Padre Ramon Ortiz, though 

intensely patriotic, gave comfort to the prisoners as it was his 

Christian and priestly duty. Ortiz provided relief in the form of 

food, wine, a bath, clothes, and medicine. Many vecinos imitated 

Padre Ramon's gesture.36 



EL PASENO, PADRE RAMON ORTIZ 115 

The cordial relationships shared by the Ortiz family, the 
other Paso del Norte Mexican families, and the early Anglo-Ameri
can soldiers and travelers were chronicled in the diary of Susan 
Shelby Magoffin, the wife of Samuel Magoffin who was the brother 
of the renowned James Wiley Magoffin. In her travels to El Paso 
del Norte, Susan wrote with much praise, although in a somewhat 
patronizing manner, of the kindness and generosity of their Mexi
can hosts, including the household of Padre Ortiz.37 

The kind priest made long and lasting friendships with the 
Americans during this first conflict between the two neighboring 
countries, even though he was much aware that the war between 
the United States and Mexico was imminent and a United States 
invasion of his beloved Mexico was near. The Anglo-American be
lief of Manifest Destiny is what drove Americans into Texas and 
New Mexico, and ultimately to the generous care of the cura of 
El Paso del Norte, ironically resulting in his own imprisonment 
by them and the beginning of his political activities with the 
Norteamericanos. This trying episode unfolded with the military 
invasion of Mexico by United States. During the presidency of 
Jam es K. Polk, Congress declared war with Mexico on May 13, 1846. 
The United States military soon entered northern New Mexico 
where the Governor of New Mexico, Manuel Armijo, after a meet
ing with James Magoffin,38 was convinced or bribed to give no 
resistance to American troops. This allowed for the conquest of 
Santa Fe from which American troops marched south where they 
encountered a Mexican force composed largely of Paseiios and 
commanded by Captain Antonio Ponce de Leon. This resulted in 
the Battle of Brazitos just up the river from El Paso del Norte, on 
December 25, 1846. 

It was said that Padre Ortiz was responsible for inciting 
and promoting the armed resistance at the battle of Brazitos.39 

Nevertheless, the Mexicans were defeated, and Padre Ortiz was 
taken prisoner with others for instigating the resistance and for 
their anti-American activities. As a prisoner he was offered his 
freedom in exchange for his word that his activities against the 
United States would cease. He responded that it was his duty 
to his country to bring about the defeat of her enemies. Colonel 
Alexander Doniphan decided to take Ortiz south to Chihuahua 
as a hostage. On the trail he was allowed to visit with the troops 
and administer the sacraments to the Irish Catholics among 
them. Upon entering the city of Chihuahua, Ortiz, still a hostage, 
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Tomb of Padre Ramon Ortiz 
behind San Jose Mission. 

It is shown with the ornate 
stone which belongs to the 
Samaniego family. Photo 

by the author. 
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pleaded with Colonel Doniphan to 

surrender to the Mexican forces. 

From a distance he watched the 

defeat of Chihuahua by the United 

States troops. Padre Ortiz was even

tually released after administer

ing to the wounded and dead on 

the battlefield. 
Following his brush with the 

ravages of war, Padre Ortiz an

nounced his candidacy for the next 

Congress in Mexico City and was 

elected unanimously, temporarily 

leaving his pastoral duties. As a 

congressman and in an effort to 

protect the interest of his country, 

he voted against the peace treaty 

of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. The 

votes, however, fifty-three in favor, 

thirty-six against, approved the 

treaty.40 The Treaty of Guadalupe 

Hidalgo resulted in the loss to Mexico of half of its national terri

tory, including Ramon's birthplace of Santa Fe.41 Because of his 

efforts in the war, Ramon Ortiz was appointed by the state gov

ernment to head the commission to repatriate those Mexican 

citizens who wished to retain their national citizenship, in accor

dance with article eight of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. 

Initially optimistic, he went to New Mexico, which at that time 

had the highest percentage of Mexican citizens living in the area 

recently acquired by the United States. Many citizens signed up 

to leave, but most could not relocate because of financial difficul

ties, concern over property rights, and pressure from New Mexican 

officials. In 1850 nearly three thousand people settled towns in 

Northern Chihuahua. Some of these towns, Mesilla, and Santo 

Tomas de Iturbide and Refugio de los Amoles which are now the 

Berino and Vado area, are in present day Dona Ana County in 

southern New Mexico.42 Two other towns, which are located in 

northern Chihuahua, just downriver from El Paso are San Ignacio 

and Guadalupe del Bravo.43 The number of repatriates was a 

smaller group than Padre Ortiz anticipated would agree to leave. 

Disappointed, the patriotic priest retired from his civil and politi-
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cal duties and returned to pastoral work in El Paso del Norte. 

Padre Ramon Ortiz soon suffered the loss of his sisters dona 

Ana Maria and dona Rosario, leaving his niece Josefa to take care 

of his household. He later became ill with cancer, which resulted 

in his death on March 11, 1896 ending more than fifty years of 

pastoral service to El Paso del Norte and El Paso, Texas. In his 

will, Ramon disclosed the following wishes: 

1. that his funeral be conducted with out any pomp 
2. that a small amount be left for "mandas" according to the law 
3. that Doctor Mariano Samaniego was to administer his will 
4. that his "El Puerto de Liverpool" property be given to Mrs. 

Refugio Garcia in payment of a debt 
5. that one house be left to Sr. Antonio Ortiz, and another to Sr. 

Jose Ochoa 
6. that the legacy left by Mrs. Concepcion Samaniego de Ochoa, 

be left to Sr. Jose Ochoa 
7. that it be declared that he did not possess any other goods and 

that no other will had been written before this one.44 

The one wish that was not honored from his will was his 

desire not to have an extravagant funeral. El Paso historian, 

Cleofas Calleros, writes that the beloved priest's funeral was 

probably the largest ever witnessed in this area and was attended 

by thousands who crowded in and around the church in Ciudad 

Juarez. The rich and the poor were in attendance with his family 

and many dignitaries. His casket was covered with elaborate 

floral arrangements and a beautiful floral wreath. The long pro

cession to the cemetery was composed of more then eighty carri

ages and over fifty horsemen. On this solemn day he was interred 

in the cemetery adjoining the chapel of San Jose located four 

miles south of Ciudad Juarez.45 

Those whose lives were influenced by Padre Ortiz, who were 

cared for and loved by him, carried on his legacy. The most notable 

of these individuals were Dr. Mariano Samaniego, Ramon's great 

nephew, and Father Carlos Pinto. Mariano Samaniego spent most 

of his youth under the guidance and care of Padre Ortiz in his 

home in El Paso del Norte. It is most likely that through Ramon's 

own finances Mariano Samaniego studied in Mexico City and in 

France, where he became a medical doctor. In 1860, Dr. Samaniego 

began his professional career in Ciudad Juarez where he soon 

became renowned for his charitable work with the poor. Esteem

ed by his fellow Pasenos, he was selected to the post of Jefe Politico 
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del Canton or local Mayor. He was also a congressman and was 

the Mexican vice-councilor to Franklin, now El Paso, Texas, in 

1872-1873. Samaniego was later named itinerant governor of 

Chihuahua in 1876, but he was forced to leave this position be

cause of his opposition to the Porfirio Diaz regime. He held sever

The unique contri
butions of service 
and charity to the 
community of 
Padre Ramon 
Ortiz became the 
force behind a 
new generation 
of political and 
ecclesiastical 
leadership. 

al other offices in Ciudad Juarez, and later 

moved as a political refugee to El Paso where 

in 1895 he represented the small number 

of Mexican professionals and was one of the 

first dentists in the city.46 Many of Mariano's 

descendants also became prominent citizens 

of El Paso, thus continuing Ramon's legacy. 

During Padre Ortiz's last years, the 

Reverend Carlos Pinto, S.J. was his valued 

assistant at the church ofNuestra Senora de 

Guadalupe. Together, they are credited with 

building the first Catholic Church in El Paso 

in approximately 1850. Near the old Fort 

Bliss, at what is now the corner of Rosa 

Street and Hammett Boulevard, they built 

San Jose de Concordia el Alto, the ruins of which were demolished 

in 1930. 47 Reverend Pinto, an Italian American, was a parish priest 

at Sacred Heart Church and later at Immaculate Conception Church 

in El Paso, Texas. Pinto was soon named Vicar of the Diocese of 

Dallas and became Superior of all the Jesuits in the zone.48 

So numerous are the individual deeds achieved by people 

who were influenced by Padre Ortiz's ministry in the El Paso/ 

Juarez valley, that to list them all would result in too extensive a 

list. The unique contributions of service and charity to the com

munity of Padre Ramon Ortiz became the force behind a new gen

eration of political and ecclesiastical leadership.49 His extended 

family and the political influences provided the framework for a 

lifetime of commitment towards all levels of society in El Paso 

del Norte. Historian Frank Halla said of the priest, "Around him 

revolved the social life of El Paso. "50 

From his background of shepherding in the city of Santa Fe 

and due to his relationships with prominent people in Durango, 

Chihuahua, and El Paso del Norte, Ramon Ortiz became a Paseiio 

with a long and historically colorful life. He was a patriot, a shep

herd, and a servant of humanity, and most importantly a commit

ted priest. While expressing his desire to enter the seminary in 
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Durango, the young Ramon stated that it was his wish to enter 
the seminary"Para mejorserviraDios"-toserve God better.51 This 
was an ordinary statement for a not so ordinary man whose life
time dedication proved his desire to serve his God, his family, and 
his country. 
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The luisb/Englisb 
Conflict of New Mexico's 
Lincoln CoantN Wau 
By John R. Moore 

T
he Rev. Dr. Taylor F . Ealy and his missionary family receiv

ed a less than auspicious welcome as their wagon rolled into 

Lincoln, New Mexico Territory on February 19, 1878. Several 

armed men ordered their halt and searched the women and 

children in the wagon. The men eventually allowed the Ealys to 

proceed down Lincoln's only street. They were bound for the home 

of the Scotsman Alexander McSween, but it was immediately clear 

to the Ealy family that they had arrived in "the center of a 
battlefield." Ealy recorded his assessment in his diary entry for 

February 20, 1878: "This is truly a frontier town -warlike. Soldiers 

and citizens armed. Great danger of being shot." Mary Ealy re

called that the reception committee consisted of three Irishmen, 

all leaders of "The House," as the partnership which constituted 

the L.G. Murphy and Co. was known.1 The faction was at war with 

the followers of a young, enterprising Englishman, John Henry 

Tunstall, who for more than a year had progressively become a 

threat to the political and economic power amassed by the Irish 

immigrants in the thirteen years following the Civil War. 
Ealy, fresh from Schellsburg, Pennsylvania, analyzed and 

succinctly defined the character of the "Lincoln County War" with

in weeks of his arrival in Lincoln: it was a clear-cut conflict of 

religions and ethnicities. Catholic Irishmen instigated the kill

ing of the Englishman and were persecuting McSween, Ealy's 

sponsor to Lincoln, " ... partly because he is a Presbyterian." Mem

bers of a sheriff's posse had shot and killed Tunstall, McSween's 

business partner, the day before the Ealy's arrival. The Irish 

faction, led by Murphy and his protege, James J. Dolan, was 
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harassing McSween, bent on getting him out of the county. 2 

Ealy learned in his first days in Lincoln that the conflict was 

partly economical and partly political. Ealy's diary and letters in

dicate that he placed a much deeper significance on the combat and 

bloodshed that welcomed him to New Mexico. Ealy surmised, as 

he wrote a month after his arrival in a March 19 letter to Sheldon 

Jackson, superintendent for Presbyterian Mission work in the 

Rocky Mountain west, that his sponsor's antagonists" ... are a dirty 

set of Irish cut throats, and you know what their religion is. They 

drink whisky, gamble and nothing is too bad for them."3 

Adapted from Maurice G. Fulton, 
History of the Lincoln County War. 
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Ealy concluded that the Irishmen instigated Tunstall's mur

der, partly because he was English and particularly because he 

was a threat to the House's economic and political power struc

ture. Ealy, perhaps unknowingly but significantly, drew an im

mediate on-the-scene conclusion that 121 years later lends sup

port to the premise that ethnic animosity between the Irish and 

English was as major a factor in the Lincoln County War as 

economics and politics. 
Documentary proof to support this theory is slim, but there 

is sufficient evidence to argue that ethnicity and "historical Irish/ 

English antagonism provided a subtle, albeit unrecorded, motiva

tion for the conflict that engulfed practically the whole of Lincoln 

County. Numerous historians, particularly since the 1950s, have 

collected and analyzed the evidence detailing the causal effects 

and the events of the Lincoln County War. All agree that the 

Englishman Tunstall threatened the economic and political power 

held by the Irishmen. 4 

Tunstall, at age 25, was intent on making his fortune in New 

Mexico and returning to England to live a life of ease. He financed 

his Lincoln County venture with capital regularly supplied from 

London by his well-to-do father. Tunstall's empire-building efforts 

included direct competition with "The House" in acquiring cattle 

and range and farm land with the intention of bidding for the 

county's government beef and forage contracts-contracts held by 

Murphy & Company. Tunstall, with lawyer McSween as his advisor 

and assistant, further tempted fate by constructing and stocking 

a large mercantile store a short distance down Lincoln's street 

from the imposing two-story Murphy & Co. store. Tunstall similarly 

was becoming more politically involved in county affairs, writing 

letters for publication in territorial newspapers that were critical 

of the dominance that the Murphy/Dolan clan imposed in Lincoln.5 

Historians agree that these factors were the impetus for the 

war. None, however, have attempted to link the negative aspects 

of social identity-ethnicity-and the historically well-documented 

Irish/English animosity as another causal effect.6 

Norman J. Bender, editor of Ealy's letters and diary, com-

ments on Ealy's March 19 anti-Irish observation: 

The distortion of Ealy's perspective by his Presbyterian an
tagonism toward Catholicism was common for the spirit of 
the time. For a zealous Presbyterian missionary, the formula 
was quite simple: Irish equals Catholic equals wicked men. 
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Certainly McSween would also 
have subscribed to this form of 
stereotyping. From Ealy's obser
vations, it would appear that reli
gious differences between the 
leaders of the factions in the Lin
coln County War should be given 
a place, not previously allotted by 
historians, among the factors con
tributing to that conflict.7 

The arrival of the Ealy family in 
Lincoln coincides with the his
torically accepted commencement 
of the Lincoln County War. It had 
brewed for most of a year since 
Tunstall's intrusion into the Irish
men's domain. It became, during 
its four-month life, one of New 
Mexico's bloodiest conflicts.8 

Taylor F. Ealy 
(courtesy Special collections, 

University of Arizona Library). The mercantile company found

ed by Irish immigrant and Civil War veteran Lawrence Gustave 

Murphy had grown since 1866 to be both the political and econo

mic power in the county. Murphy, through his long-term service 

first in the United States Army, then during the Civil War as a 

quartermaster officer in the New Mexico Volunteers under Colonel 

Kit Carson, established connections and know-how that enabled 

him to monopolize the only source of economic power-gathering in 

Lincoln County: beef, forage, and produce contracts to supply the 

Fort Stanton Army Post, located ten miles southwest of Lincoln. 

Murphy, through his military experience, had formed an alliance 

with several fellow Irish immigrants who played key roles in 

the conflict. 
Murphy controlled extensive enterprises in the county by 

1878. In addition to his mercantile business and government con

tracts, he operated a ranch and at an earlier time, a brewery near 

Fort Stanton. His original sutler's business was at Fort Stanton, 

but he moved the general store and his personal headquarters to 

a new adobe building on the west end of Lincoln's only street in 

June 1874. Murphy intended to direct the economic and political 

fortunes of the county from this two-story edifice, known locally 

as "The House." He had help from James J. Dolan, William Brady, 

and John Riley, all Irish immigrants. Dolan and Brady, like 
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Murphy, were Army veterans. 

Their alliance, bolstered by mu

tual interests as well as self inter
ests, lead to the bloody conflict 
that was launched with the Feb
ruary 18th killing of the English
man Tunstall. Lincoln County's 
Irish-led power structure had no 
use, or tolerance, for an upstart 
Englishman who threatened to 

overturn their power and weaken 
their enterprises as had been the 
case in their homeland for centu
ries. The war technically ended 
with a five-day gun battle on the 
Lincoln street in June 1878 that 
culminated in McSween's death. 

No immigrants to America 
maintained as long and as consis
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Mary E. Ealy 
(courtesy Special Collections, 

University of Arizona Library). 

tent an attention-and resentment-to the problems of the old 

country as did the Irish. Between 1846 and 1860, more than 1.6 

million Irish had immigrated to the United States. They brought 

with them a cultural connection that was to be unsevered by the 

trans-Atlantic, even transcontinental, distance from Ireland. The 

Irish also brought "a legacy of rancor toward England, seeing 

her as the visible cause of their exile." The 1875 Irish American 

Almanac published a poem by T. D. Sullivan that epitomized the 

symbolic and state-of-mind connection to the homeland: 

Columbia the free is the land of my birth 
and my paths have all been on American earth 
but my blood is as Irish as any can be, 
and my heart is with Erin a far o'er the sea.10 

The English invaded Ireland in 1170, sparking a cultural 

conflict that through the centuries saw Irish antagonism mount 

with the growing confiscation of Irish land, importation of foreign 

gentry, and English attempts to change Irish Catholicism. By the 

19th century, 800 years of English domination had reduced the 

old country Irishmen to a state of landless, illiterate peasants. 

English penal laws enacted between 1695 and 1746 had made the 

Irish virtual slaves in their own country.11 
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Alexander A. McSween 
(courtesy Special collections, 

University of Arizona Library). 
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The Irish in America became 
intensely American, but whenever 
an Anglo-Irish issue arose, such as 
in Lincoln County in 1878, the Irish 
remained" ... a foreign people with 
foreign aspirations. They insisted 
that they hated England for the 
good of the United States."12 The 
1845 Irish potato blight created a 
national crisis that made it neces
sary that hundreds of thousands 
of Irish emigrate or perish. Irish, 
fleeing the prospect of unending 
oppression and potential starva
tion, felt that the English had 
abandoned Ireland in 184 7 when 
the famine was at its most acute 
and when survival aid was most 
drastically needed. 

Unbending English arrogance in a time of turmoil fueled 

the Irish hatred: "The great evil with which we have to contend 

is not the physical evil of the famine," said Sir Charles Trevelyan, 

an Englishman, "but the moral evil of the selfish, perverse and tur

bulent character of the (Irish) people."13 John Tunstall's Lincoln 

County correspondence with his family in England provides hints 

of his ethnic prejudices-toward Catholics particularly-but it 

does not specifically mention an anti-Irish sentiment. Neither does 

it dispel the notion that he may have adhered to Trevelyan's 
position. 14 

The Irish and English continued their antagonism once they 

arrived in the United States. While Irish were emigrating for 

survival, with the hope of a better, freer life, Englishmen also were 

looking for trans-Atlantic enterprise. British Dr. William Bell 

wrote: " ... while emigration is actually being opposed in some of 

our colonies, the Americans are demanding with greater force than 

ever more hands and more brains." Bell reasoned that English 

emigration would be good for England. A depopulation might 

alleviate the "long-continued misunderstanding between capital 

and labour" that existed in England. 
The depopulation coincidentally would serve to keep America 

strictly English and would prevent the Irish from gaining the 
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ascendancy in the new country. Bell even warned that war would 

be the result of a Celtic preponderance in America. He wrote: 

"It would therefore be our aim to maintain the ascendancy of the 

Saxon and the Teutonic elements in the states."15 

America's Civil War contributed to the immigration of more 

Irish, provided fuel for continued anti-English sentiments among 

the sons of Erin, and increased the dispersal of Irish across the 

continent, even to the far corners of New Mexico Territory. Irish

Americans rushed to assist in the effort to curtail rebellious South

ern states, for striking a blow against the Confederate States also 

assaulted southern-sympathetic Great Britain. The Civil War, for 

the Irish-American, assumed the character of a good scrap with an 

ancient enemy.16 

Bounties amounting to $500 or $600 were paid for enlistment 

in the Northern army. The bounties enticed many Irish to join the 

fray . There is no documentary evidence that any of Lincoln 

County's Irishmen were enticed to enlist for bounty money or in the 

hope of striking any indirect blow on England, yet three ofthem

Murphy, Dolan and Brady-had notable Union Army careers. 

The North actively recruited immigrant enlistees in both 

Ireland and Germany, suggesting that the experience they would 

receive from American military training and service could be 

useful in the "coming struggle" for Irish freedom. The Northern 

tactic proved worthy; an estimated 150,000 to 200,000 Irish enlist

ed and served in the Union army. The Confederacy similarly sent 

envoys to recruit in Ireland, propagandizing that Irish Catholics 

would not fit in the Northern social structure, and contrasting 

the materialism of the North with the Christian civilization of 

the South.17 
With the conclusion of the Civil War, Irish soldiers from 

both sides of the conflict dispersed into the nation's Reconstruc

tion society. The comparatively small contingent of Irish in New 

Mexico was no different, although rather than migrating to the 

large eastern cities where substantial Irish conclaves formed, many 

of the Irish in Lincoln County elected to stay in the territory to 

make their civilian livelihoods. They were among the minority of 

Irishmen who chose to stay away from the cities. An Irish immi

grant guide published during the era encouraged settlement in the 

American countryside and warned of the snares, particularly for 

newcomers, that awaited them in the cities. 
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Immigrant historian Carl Wittke speculates on what might 

have been had Irish continued to live on the land in America as 

they had in the old country: 

What a difference it might have made, and what an excellent 
investment it might have turned out to be, had the government 
used its funds to transport the Irish into the West and helped 
them to become established farmers of the public lands. 18 

The Irishmen of Lincoln County were not among Wittke's 

case studies, obviously. They opted to stay with the countryside 

and the land. They remained and became a significant part of the 

foundation upon which the Anglicized county was built. Hispanic 

farmers settled Lincoln County in the 1850s, having migrated 

Fort Stanton's 
mission was to 
protect much of 
southern New 
Mexico from the 
Mescalero Apaches 
whose homeland 
was in the same 
mountain range. 

from elsewhere in the territory to establish 

new homes and farms in the area's promis
ing agricultural locations. It is uncertain 

when the first Anglo-European settlers ar

rived to build on the bottom lands of the Rio 

Bonito and the Ruidoso and Hondo Rivers. 
It is likely they came close on the heels of 

the establishment of Fort Stanton on the 

Rio Bonito in 1855. 
Military officials believed some of the 

best grazing and agricultural lands in the 

territory were in the vicinity of Fort Stan
ton. The officials of Fort Stanton encour

aged the settlers to increase farm production, particularly forage 

and subsistence crops, in order to reduce costs of transporting 

supplies needed to maintain the Army post. Fort Stanton's mission 

was to protect much of southern New Mexico from the Mescalero 

Apaches whose homeland was in the same mountain range. The 

presence of Fort Stanton provided local farmers a ready, and 

close, market for surplus crops. 19 

An act of the Territorial Legislature created the county in 

1869 as the result of a petition from "substantial" Lincoln citi

zens who argued that the incorporation was necessary to provide 

adequate law and order. The citizens' committee that lobbied for 

the county designation included Murphy, who at the time was 

post trader at Fort Stanton, and Brady. Both mustered out of the 

Army at Fort Stanton soon after the end of the Civil War. The 

territorial governor appointed Brady as the first Lincoln County 
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sheriff. Brady also was building a small ranch and farm down

stream from Lincoln. 
The territorial legislature changed the county's boundaries in 

1878, enlarging it so that its mass stretched across the entire 

southeast quarter of New Mexico. The boundary enlargement 

made Lincoln County the largest county in the United States. It 

encompassed seventeen million acres, amounting to one-fifth of 

the territory's total seventy-eight million acres.20 

Itinerant newspaper reporter and editor, Ash Upson, moved 

from Las Vegas, New Mexico, to Lincoln in late 1871. He found the 

valley of the Rio Bonito" ... very pretty, well settled by American 

rancheros, and most of them are married to Mexican women." 21 

Irish immigrant Amelia Bolton Church, at the age of nine, 

arrived at Fort Stanton the same year. Church's life in Lincoln 

County illustrates succinctly the means through which many Irish 

arrived in this faraway section of New Mexico: the United States 

Army. Church was born in 1862 in Wexford, Ireland, where L.G. 

Murphy also had also been born thirty years earlier. Church's 

father, John Bolton, preceded his family in immigrating to the 

United States. He joined the Army and was assigned to Fort 

Stanton to protect settlers from Indians. 

The family moved to nearby Lincoln in 1873 when John 

Bolton completed his military enlistment and took the position of 

postmaster.23 Bolton doubled as a bookkeeper for L.G. Murphy 

and Company mercantile, the result, probably, of the common 

experience he shared with Murphy and his partner Dolan in 

emigrating from Ireland and becoming acquainted at Fort Stan

ton. He played no major role in the Lincoln county troubles, 

however. 24 

Both Murphy and Dolan had preceded Bolton in immigrat

ing to the United States. Murphy, at approximately the age of 

twenty, arrived in July 1851. Dolan, as an eight year old, immi

grated with his family in 1856. By 1867, he was assigned as a soldier 

to Fort Stanton where Murphy already had mustered out of the 

Army and remained to establish a brewery and his mercantile 

company. Dolan joined Murphy as a mercantile clerk, and by 1878, 

he was the company's senior partner, changing its name to J.J. 

Dolan and Company. Since both had left their homeland follow

ing the potato blight, it is likely they did not forget the famine 

they had escaped. Nor were their thoughts expunged of the cul

tural hatred for the English once they departed Ireland. 
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William Brady emigrated from Ireland in 1851 shortly after 

the peak of the potato famine . Upon arriving in the United States, 

he joined the army, serving in Texas and New Mexico, where in 

1861 he was discharged and re-enlisted as a junior officer in the 

Second New Mexico Volunteer Infantry. Brady was breveted major 

in the volunteers in October 1865 for gallantry against the Navajo 

Indians the preceding summer. Murphy was breveted major on 

the same day for his lengthy successes in fighting the Mesca

leros when Fort Stanton was reoccupied by the Volunteers in 

1861. His two years of duty guarding the Navajos and Mescaleros 

confined at Bosque Redondo on the Pecos River also contributed 

to the promotion.25 

Emil Fritz, an immigrant from near Stuttgart, Germany, also 

was on the brevet list. The 1849 California gold rush lured him to 

the United States. He received an officer's commission in the 

California Volunteer Cavalry in 1861 and soon was headed to New 

Mexico with Carleton's California Column. Fritz re-enlisted in 

1864 at Fort Sumner, New Mexico, and concluded his military 

service as brevet lieutenant colonel and commander ofFort Stanton 

shortly after the Civil War. He allegedly refused a commission in 

the regular army in order to enter the partnership with Murphy 

& Company. 
Fritz was not Irish, but he shared the immigrant experience 

with his Irish partners. In Murphy and the collection of Irishmen 

surrounding him, Fritz likely saw more economic and political 

potential in blossoming Lincoln County than he could foresee as a 

career Army officer. Perhaps he foresaw opportunity for person

al economic success that had not been realized in the California 

gold fields. 
And yet another Irishman arrived on the scene and became a 

cog in the growing coalition and the power structure that was 

building. John Henry Riley immigrated to the United States 

from Ireland about 1862, settling with his family in Baltimore. He 

had moved to Colorado by 1865, but in the succeeding years, he 

appeared in New Mexico as a clerk for a beef contractor operating 

near the Mescalero Apache Reservation. The United States gov

ernment established the reservation in 1873 on 600,000 acres 

virtual- ly in the center of Lincoln County. Riley was a full-fledged 

partner in L.G. Murphy and Company by 1876.26 

This collection of Irishmen had joined a number of former 

old world countrymen in New Mexico Territory by the mid-1870s. 
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The ninth census of 1870 officially 
listed 543 native-born Irish living 
in New Mexico, compared to only 
120 English-born residents. The 
four natives of England and Wales in 
Lincoln County were outnumbered 
nearly ten to one by the thirty-nine 
Irish.27 The territory's Irish popula
tion grew to 795 by 1880, compared 
to 339 English, 110 Scots and 28 
Welsh. The 1,272 immigrants from 
British holdings, including Ireland, 
still ranked as the second largest 
ethnic group in New Mexico, preced
ed only by Mexico-born residents.28 

The Irish question remained a 
constant irritant in Anglo-American 
relations, carrying over into many 
facets of the development of the 
post-war United States, even in the 
West. The hatred of England that 
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William Brady 
(courtesy Special Collections, 
University of Arizona Library). 

was brought to America, and arguably to Lincoln County by first 
generation Irish such as Murphy, Dolan, Riley and Brady, was to 
become the legacy of succeeding generations. Such was the condi
tion of affairs in America when on November 6, 1876, John Henry 
Tunstall arrived in Lincoln County. His intent was to turn the 
investment of his father's money into a profitable land, sheep, and 
cattle enterprise that, when improved and established, would 
return a profit substantial enough to return him to his English 
home and a genteel life. The collection oflrishmen was in his way, 
and although they did not begrudge Tunstall returning home, they 
were set on not allowing him to do it at their expense. 29 

Lawyer McSween, meeting Tunstall in Santa Fe in the fall of 
1876, pointed the young Englishman to Lincoln County. McSween 
had resided in the county since March 1875. He convinced Tunstall 
that if money-making opportunities in land and livestock were 
to be had in the territory, they were in Lincoln County. Many 
Lincoln County residents were of the belief that McSween had 
been, or at least had studied to be, a Presbyterian minister. It was 
similarly believed in Lincoln that Murphy had studied for the 
Catholic priesthood before immigrating to the United States. 
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Neither ordination is historically confirmed, but if correct, they 

would contribute to the antagonism that developed between 

Murphy and McSween. It is clear that McSween was significantly 

connected to the Presbyterian Mission in the West. He was the 

impetus behind the Reverend Dr. Ealy's posting to Lincoln. McSween, 

ordained or not, opted for a law career before migrating to New 

Mexico via Kansas. Before Tunstall's arrival, McSween performed 

legal work for Murphy and Company and its partners, especially 

Emil Fritz.30 

McSween's handling of the collection of a life insurance policy 

on Fritz, who died while visiting his German homeland in 1874 

and which was still unresolved in 1878, became a focal point of 

the Irish animosity toward the Scotsman and his newly acquired 

English associate. Fritz's partners, chiefly Dolan, argued that the 

insurance payment should go to J. J. Dolan & Company to pay 

debts owed to the partnership. Murphy, because of"health" prob

The hatred of 
England that 
was brought to 
America, and 
arguably to 
Lincoln County 
by first genera
tion Irish such as 
Murphy, Dolan, 
Riley and Brady, 
was to become the 
legacy of succeed
ing generations. 

lems caused by alcohol, moved to Santa Fe and 

turned his business over to Dolan, who re

named it. McSween argued that the insur

ance should go to Fritz's surviving siblings, 

yet the lawyer and the Fritz family never 

agreed on the manner of turning over the 

funds. Dolan's contention that McSween was 

attempting to steal the insurance money and 

McSween's countercharges that Dolan and 

Company was corrupt and fraudulent in its 

dealings with the Mescalero Agency contract 

drew Tunstall further into the fray. 

County residents were of the impres

sion that McSween had formally entered a 

partnership with Tunstall in Tunstall's land 

and livestock ventures and in the new mer

cantile store the Englishman had built in 

Lincoln. The partnership was not legally cemented, but Dolan 

argued it was binding enough to make Tunstall liable for any 

judgements against McSween. The district court, at Dolan's urging, 

issued a writ of property attachment against McSween. A posse 

dispatched by Sheriff Brady, whose allegiance lay with Murphy and 

Dolan, attempted to serve the writ and attach livestock believed 

owned jointly by McSween and Tunstall. The posse confronted 

Tunstall and the Englishman was killed.31 Tunstall's followers-



THE IRISH/ENGLISH CONFLICT 135 

ranch hands and small farmers who felt that first Murphy and 
Company, then Dolan and Company, were unfair in business deal
ings with the county's citizens-took up arms to protect McSween 
from what they feared would be a Tunstall-like assassination.32 

Although Murphy no longer resided in Lincoln County, he 
continued to counsel Dolan, his protege and current operator of 
"The House." Murphy, under medical care in the territorial capitol 
city of Santa Fe, also maintained close contact with Thomas Benton 
Catron, the territory's United States attorney since 1872. Catron, 
it was commonly believed, was a leader of the nebulous "Santa 
Fe Ring" that pulled political and economic strings throughout 
New Mexico, including Lincoln County. Though Catron was not a 
partner in the Murphy/Dolan enterprises, he had loaned the part
ners financial support and had a vested interest in the outcome of 
the Tunstall/McSween-Murphy/Dolan conflict.33 

Historical evidence indicates that Catron was neither pro
Irish, nor anti-English. He did business with both.34 Some terri
torial residents considered him the "most noted land-grabber of the 
day. "35 Catron's interests lay in return on investments, whether 
with Irish, English or others, and the return on his Lincoln County 
dealings had soured when McSween and Tunstall launched their 
ventures in direct competition with "The House." George Curry, 
who arrived in Lincoln County in 1879, knew many of the conflict's 
survivors and formed impressions about those killed in the war, 
such as McSween. Curry wrote: "It appears that almost from the 
day of his arrival in Lincoln County, McSween began efforts to stir 
up feelings against Murphy and his associates. McSween was 
jealous of Murphy's popularity and political leadership and sought 
to replace him as a political power."36 

Frank Warner Angel interviewed Murphy before his death 
from alcoholism in October 1878. Angel was a special investigator 
dispatched to New Mexico jointly by the United States Departments 
of Justice and Interior to investigate the circumstances ofTunstall's 
death since the British Embassy in Washington was demanding 
further explanation. He also inquired into conditions surrounding 
the four-month war and the killing ofMcSween in June 1878. Angel 
returned to Washington about the time that President Rutherford 
B. Hayes appointed General Lew Wallace as the new territorial 
governor. Wallace met with Angel before his departure for New 
Mexico and took notes on Angel's assessment of the civil unrest in 
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the territory. Among the notes 

Wallace recorded was a mention of 

Murphy: "Murphy, L.G. Santa Fe. 

Mixed up in Lincoln Company. 

Now a drunkard. No reliability. 

He believes himself a martyr and 

McSween the Devil-Handle him 

with gloves."37 

John Henry Tunstall 
(courtesy Special Collections, 

University of Arizona Library). 

Wallace had every indica

tion that he was assuming gover

norship of a violent territory. It 

is possible he was familiar with a 

May 2, 1878, communication con

cerning Lincoln County from Lieu

tenant General Philip H. Sheri

dan, commanding the Military 

DistrictofMissouri which included 

New Mexico, to the Adjutant Gen

eral of the Army: 

The population of that section is divided into two parties, who 

have an intense desire to exterminate each other, and are only 

prevented from accomplishing their purpose by the presence of 

a small military force (at Fort Stanton). It is said that one of 

these parties is made up of cattle and horse thieves, and the 

other party of persons who have retired from the business.38 

The two parties, General Sheridan said, were each bent on the 

destruction of the other. The cattle and horse thieves Sheridan 

mentioned were McSween followers; the "retired" thieves were of 

the Murphy/Dolan contingent. It is debatable who was retired and 

who was active. Sheridan's remarks are significant because they 

cut to the heart of the issue then present in Lincoln-each party 

wanted to exterminate the other. Sheridan's observation fits into 

the premise of ethnicity as a motivator of the war. Only Murphy, 

Dolan, Riley, or Brady could verify whether hatred of the English 

was a factor driving their actions. Only Tunstall and McSween 

could certify that their ethnic, or more particularly religious, biases 

were in play as they tried to bring down The House of Murphy. Yet 

the circumstances of the time and place continue to indicate that 

their ethnic animosities were simmering. 

None of these antagonists chose to record their perspectives 

on the ethnic issue. Murphy succumbed to alcoholism without leav-
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ing a record of his thoughts. Brady was killed by McSween sup
porters during the war, while Riley moved to Las Cruces and later 
to Colorado, where he prospered. None left records that clarified 
their motivations. Dolan remained in Lincoln County, eventually 
becoming owner of Tunstall's store and the Feliz River ranch. He 
served as county treasurer for two terms and was a member of 
the territorial senate before he too died of alcohol-related illness
es.39 Tunstall and McSween lost their lives in the war, but they 
left correspondence that details their roles before and during the 
war. Their references to ethic prejudices-either theirs or those of 
the Irishmen-are guarded. 

How, then, may any strong case be made for the contention 
that ethnic prejudice was a major cause of the Lincoln County War? 
If these bits and pieces of historical evidence are taken as a whole 
and examined from psychological and sociological perspectives, 
the contention of ethnicly-motivated antagonism is made plausible. 

Developments in social science in the 20th century lend sup
port, through a broad, multi-definition concept of social identity, 
to the argument that underlying the political and economic fric
tions of 1878 Lincoln County was a centuries-old ethnic bias. This 
bias particularly was characteristic of the Irishmen, who like 
their cultural kinsmen throughout the United States" ... identified 
English with tyranny, bigotry, and heartlessness. They hated 
fiercely."40 Regardless of the distance from their homeland and 
regardless of their involvement with New World enterprises, the 
Irish doggedly held on to their anti-English prejudices. 

Historian Dennis Clark contends the most impressive single 
feature of the Irish immigrant to the United States is " ... the 
resourcefulness of the group in sustaining its identity amid differ
ing regional conditions." Clark wrote: 

It cannot be easily conceded that a group over the entire span 
of American history has continuously interwoven itself with 
the regional dramas of national development and yet persist
ed in its own subcultural definition and influence. Yet, this 
group did it.41 

Clark's view of the Irish-American aptly fits Lincoln County's 
Irishmen. The mere fact of the long-time business partnership 
between Murphy, Dolan and Riley, supported by compatriot Sheriff 
Brady, arguably places them in Clark's resourceful, identity
retaining group. Anthropologist Ronald Reminick, in discussing 
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"macrosocial units" of society, maintains that groups of people 

preserve "primordial ties" involving a consciousness of a kind that 

unites them through group identification. Reminick states: 

These social units ... have within them mechanisms that 

arouse sentiments, mobilizing and channeling them into 

thought and behavior appropriate to a particular unit and 

context.... The nature of the cause or adversary, or the type 

of challenge, threat, or problem that an individual or group 

encounters can determine which boundary of identification 

and attachment would become salient, thereby generating 

a form of political oganization and political sentiment that 

would be required to meet a challenge or solve a problem.42 

These sociological and anthropological dictums are appropri

ate for application to the Murphy/Dolan Irish. They found strength 

in the common bonds oflrishness; they saw Tunstall as an historical 

cultural threat. Their resentment of the Englishman lay initially 

within the economic realm where socialists see the root of most 

ethnic and racial antagonism.43 The social identity developed in 

the old country and brought with them to the new inspired their 

actions. They attacked the Englishman economically, politically, 

legally and, when these had failed, violently. Perhaps they would 

have heightened their antagonism if they had read a March 7, 

1877 Tunstall letter in which he commented to his father on the 

nature of persons he found on a trip west of Lincoln:44 

I don't like this Rio Grande country at all, it is a complete waste 

(land) & in my opinion one long den of thieves & cut throats, 

at the present time they are getting somewhat scourged with 

smallpox & by that means a number of the young male fry 

are being prevented from developing into horse thieves & the 

female fry from developing into fit mares for the same.45 

Tunstall was not without his prejudices. Although he was a 

middle-class Englishman, his cultural background endowed him 

with an ego that did not allow him to stoop to what he perceived 

as the commonness of an Irishman.46 The Englishman intended to 

return home-rich. The Irish were in America to stay. Tunstall 

planned to declare for American citizenship only to enable him to 

acquire Lincoln County property under provisions of the Desert 

Land Act.47 

The Irishmen, though clearly retaining much of their cultur

al identity and unity, had adapted to aspects of American West 

culture that remained foreign to Tunstall. On February 6, 1878, 
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barely two weeks before his death, Tunstall met Dolan in one of 

their few face-to-face confrontations. Dolan, holding a Winchester 

carbine on Tunstall, demanded that Tunstall fight him and settle 

their differences. 
"Do you want me to fight a duel?" the Englishman asked. 

''You damned coward, I want you to fight and settle our 

difficulties," replied Dolan. 
The pair was separated and Tunstall walked away as Dolan 

muttered, ''You won't fight this morning, you damned coward, but 

I'll get you soon. "48 

At play was a crucial cultural distinction that encouraged 

Dolan's aggression and soon contributed to Tunstall's death. 

Under English common law, the right of self defense is precarious. 

A person is required to "retreat to the wall" before defending 

himself. He then must prove to an English court that any bodily 

harm or killing resulting from the defense was the "only and last 

resort." English jurist Sir William Blackstone was of the opinion 

that "the right to defend may be mistaken as right to kill." 

American law is based on English common law, but it has 

undergone significant adaptations to fit typically American cir

cumstances. Historian Richard Brown analyzed how 19th century 

America-the nation as a whole-repudiated the English common 

law tenet of "duty to retreat" in favor of the theme of "no duty to 

retreat." Under this adaptation, a person is legally justified in 

standing his ground and killing in self defense. Eastern legal 

authorities and western judges viewed the English law as up

holding "cowardice," while American law verified the bravery of 

the "true man. "49 

Dolan's actions on February 6th illustrate his tacit accept

ance of the American legal interpretation. Tunstall's actions that 

day, and again on February 18th when he took no steps to defend 

himself against a pursuing posse that killed him, illustrate his 

adherence to his cultural law and his ignorance, perhaps his 

flaunting, of the American way. Other Englishman who ventur

ed into the West assumed the Westerner's traits. Many believed 

the Colt revolver was not only a necessary article of wearing ap

parel but that it was essential to personal safety. "Every man 

in the West goes always armed," wrote the Rev. Foster Zincke in 

the 1860s. 
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And it is one of the most imperative laws of Western society, 

that, if a man insults you in any way, you are bound to then 

and there shoot him dead. Society requires you to do it, and 

if you do not, you will be shot yourself; for the man who has 

insulted you, supposing that you can only be waiting for an 

opportunity, will think it better to be beforehand with you.50 

Tunstall must not have read Zincke before coming to New 

Mexico Territory; else he ignored Zincke's counsel. 
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Rio, Mesa, an~ SieRTla: 
An EnviRonmental HistOTl(V 
of the GReateTl El Paso A Rea 

PART II 
By Dan Scurlock 

In Part I of this article, the author discussed the geology-physiog

raphy and the climatology of the greater El Paso area and of the 

Rio Grande Valley. Mr. Scurlock also discussed the floods and the 

droughts which have afflicted the area as well and the effects of 

woodland and grassland wildfires. 

Flora: Plant Communities 

The El Paso study area lies within the warm-temperate Chi

huahuan Province.38 Within this province five major vegetative 

communities or units have been recognized and described 1) ripar

ian: valley cottonwood, willow, tamarisk, 2) desert grassland: vari

ous short, bunch grasses, creosote bush, and tar bush, 3) savanna

like oak-juniper scrublands: scattered stands of small oak and 

juniper in a grassland, 4) plains-mesa scrubland dominated by 

sand-loving oak, sagebrush, saltbush, and bunch grasses, and 5) 

mixed woodland: tree stands dominated by scattered pines, juni

per, and oak species. Within each of these major communities are 

smaller plant units, such as the Rio Grande bosque; cottonwood, 

salt cedar, Russian olive, willow scrublands or sparse woodlands; 

or succulent-scrub upland; ocotillo, coldenia, and cat claw.39 

All five of these major vegetative communities in the area 

have been variously impacted by human activity, including graz

ing, logging, water control, and fire suppression. These activities 

have interacted over time with floods, droughts, fire, and other 

natural environmental agents. Although these impacts and their 

effects have been briefly discussed in previous parts of this sec

tion, more specific impacts and effects on the vegetation will be 

addressed here. 
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As previously noted, the flood plain of the Rio Grande and 

the adjacent uplands have experienced the most severe impact in 

the region due to a long history of intensive human settlement 

and resource exploitation. In the early Spanish colonial period, 

A.D. 1540 to 1700, the flood plain vegetation was dominated by 

open, but discontiguous, stands of valley cottonwood and willows; 

charcos [small lakes] with associated aquatic vegetation such 

as cattail and bulrush; and cienegas [marshes] with associated 

semi-aquatic vegetation such as rush, sedge, and salt grass. These 

riparian plant communities were maintained, in part, by periodic 

flood disturbance. 40 One beneficial aspect of the flooding on ripar

ian vegetation is the deposition of large particulate, organic de

bris.41 Another benefit is the deposition ofrich, alluvial sediments 

which are a prime habitat for the establishment of seedlings of 

pioneer, native tree species such as cottonwood seedlings.42 

Native Americans and Hispanics, as well as Anglo-Americans, 

used cottonwood and willow for construction, fuel, crafts, and med

icine. Nevertheless, relatively extensive stands of cotton wood

The changing 
composition and 
stages of the indig
enous river-bank 
plant community 
resulted in change 
in composition of 
the fauna. 

dominant bosques were probably found along 

the river as late as the early part of this 

century. George F. Ruxton in 1846 wrote, 

"The river bottom is timbered with cotton

woods, which extend a few hundred yards 

on each side of the banks."43 Three years 

later, another observer wrote, "the River is 

skirted with a heavy growth of timber, prin

cipally Cotton Wood .... 44 Honey mesquite 

and tornillo also occurred on the flood 

plain, but farther from the river.45 

In 1903 the exotic Russian olive was introduced into the 

Mesilla Valley, and was soon followed by another exotic plant, salt 

cedar, or tamarisk. The spread of these two species was, at first, 

probably slow, but in the 1930s, with channel rectification, the 

increased alkalinity in flood plain soils, the lowering or the shallow 

water table, and other changes, the two competitive plants, espe

cially salt cedar, began to increase rapidly along the Rio Grande 

Valley. The changing composition and stages of the indigenous 

river-bank plant community resulted in change in composition of 

the fauna. In an unsuccessful attempt to control or eradicate the 

tamarisk along the Rio Grande and its tributaries, the Bureau of 

Reclamation sprayed herbicides on those trees. Within recent 
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years, the tamarisk has all but replaced native cottonwood and 
willow in the Rio Grande Valley south of Socorro, New Mexico.46 

In the historic period, the Chihuahuan desert grassland, now 
partly desert scrub, dominated the ancient Rio Grande terraces, 
bajadas, mesas, and foothills in the area. Common grasses included 
black grama, fluff grass, burro grass, and tobosa grass. Shrubs here 
were more common than in the Great Basin grasslands, such as 
creosote bush, which grew on benches or ridges of gravel or rock; 
mesquite, tarbush, and viscid acacia. A number of cacti and yucca 
were present also. In arroyos there were mesquite, creosote bush, 
Apache plume, white thorn, desert willow the burro brush.47 

Probably as early as the late 1600s, some of the area grass
lands had already been impacted by intensive grazing. As area 
communities and ranches grew, overgrazing expanded. Just south 
of El Paso, Spanish engineer Nicolas Lafora crossed an area of 
rolling hills and arroyos vegetated with "much mesquite but little 
pasture" in 1766.48 This expansion of grazing affected the grass
lands between San Elizario and Hueco Tanks which had been 
adversely impacted by overgrazing before 1850, the year in which 
Boundary Commissioner John Bartlett described the area as hav
ing "low mezquit chaparral" and scattered "tufts or patches" of 
grama grass.49 This was probably the same environmental condi
tion for other area grasslands intensively grazed in the colonial, 
Mexican, and early Anglo-American periods, which, along with the 
effects of periodic droughts, were invaded by forbs [any herb that 
is not a grass or grasslike] and shrubs such as lechugilla, soap-
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weed yucca, broomweed, mesquite, creosote bush, and tarbush. 

Fire suppression was later a probable factor in the spread of these 

semi-woody and woody species. Coppice [cutover area] dunes with 

associated mesquite had formed over much of the area by the late 

19th and early 20th centuries.50 This successional phenomenon 

in the area has also been documented by Dick-Peddie, Gardner, 

Humphrey, and others. 
As fuel wood from the bosques and the sparse juniper and oak 

from the uplands were depleted, El Paso area residents began to 

dig mesquite roots as a source of fuel for cooking and heating.52 In 

the 1860s and 1870s, army contracts for mesquite root and other 

fuel woods such as oak, juniper, and pinyon impacted the upland 

plant zones .53 Fort Bliss and other military posts also required a 

large amount of native "hay," which caused further removal of 

vegetative cover. As a result of this and the periodic droughts and 

intensive rains, severe gullying began during that time, and topsoil 

was sheet-eroded. 54 Mesquite, creosote bush, and other less desir

able species for livestock spread dramatically.55 

Above 5,500 feet in elevation the desert grasslands are re

placed by savanna-like open oak-juniper. Gray and Emory oaks, 

one seed juniper, and redberry juniper are the dominants with 

common associates such as mountain mahogany, skunkbush 

sumac, datil yucca, threeawn grasses, muhly grasses, and some of 

the grasses found in the grassland communities at lower eleva

tions. Overgrazing, fire suppression, and discontinuance of fuel

wood harvesting have caused the increase in density of these woody 

or semi-woody species, and, in some instances, their expansion 

onto the upper levels of desert grassland located below.56 

Scattered scrub 
oaks: three-leaf 
sumac. Photo by 
the author in 
From the Rio 
to the Sierra. 
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Overgrazed 
rangeland: 
broomweed, 
prickly pear 
and walking
stick cholla. 
Photo by the 
author in 
From the Rio 
to the Sierra. 
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Also found in this upland zone is plains-mesa scrubland, 

dominated by shinoak, sand sagebrush, white ratany, low yucca, 

fourwing saltbush, broomweed, and several bunch grasses, such as 

grama, alkali sacaton, and sand bluestem. 57 This plant community 

was created from the above-mentioned zone by intensive grazing 

and fire suppression, interacting with periodic droughts.58 

The mixed woodland zone generally occurs above 8,000 feet; 

this plant community was utilized for hunting, fuel-wood gathering, 

grazing, and mining in the historic period. Gray and Emory oaks, 

pinyon, and alligator juniper are found here also, as are yucca, 

mountain mahogany, three-leaf sumac, and Wright silk-tassel, all 

ethnobotanically important species. Common bunch grasses in

clude muhlys and grama. Fire suppression, intensive tree harvest

ing, and grazing have altered the plant composition to more of a 

scrub dominant community.59 

Fauna 

Like the flora, the area fauna were severely impacted in the 

late historical period, 1850-1930, by loss or modification ofhabitat; 

trapping, poisoning, unregulated hunting and fishing; intensive 

grazing, and/or the introduction of competitive exotic species. At 

least seven medium to large mammal species or subspecies in the 

study area were exterminated: 1) the bison, or buffalo, 2)pronghorn 

antelope, 3) desert bighorn sheep, 4)jaguar, 5) gray wolf, 6) Mexican 

wolf, and 7) grizzly bear. Populations of a number of other mam

mals such as white-tailed deer, beaver, and prairie dog were greatly 

reduced in the area during the same period. 
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The chronicles of early European explorers, such as Espejo 

and Oiiate, commented on the abundance of game mammals, birds, 

and fish in the area.60 Later observers, such as Benavides, noted 

in 1620 that "the abundance of game appears infinite . .. " and "fish 

in abundance,"61 as did Lafora, who commented on the variety of 

forbearing animals, birds, and fish found in the El Paso area in 

1766.62 

The Spanish traded relatively moderate numbers of animal 

hides and skins, acquired primarily from Native American groups. 

These were primarily elk, deer, pronghorn, and bison hides. Ci boleros 

from virtually every settlement in the region went onto nearby 

grasslands in the fall to hunt buffalo, which ranged across west 

Texas and southeastern New Mexico into northern Chihuahua in 

the 1700s and the 1800s. Thejerked meat was a winter staple, and 

the hides were important as bedding or as a trade item. By the early 

1800s bison had been "pushed back" across the lower Pecos River.63 

Wild horses were reported to be abundant in the region during 

the late colonial and Mexican periods, and they were hunted by 

nomadic Indians and Hispanics for mounts or for food .64 Anglo

American and Franco-American trappers reached the El Paso area 

by 1822. Within a couple of years, beaver populations in the Rio 

Grande drainage had been decimated, prompting Mexican officials 

to pass laws regulating their trapping activities. These were only 

half-heartedly enforced, and by 1838, El Paso authorities warned 

higher officials in Ciudad Chihuahua that the beaver was nearing 

extinction in the region.65 

Wild horses were reported to be abundant in the region during 

the late colonial and Mexican periods, and they were hunted by 

nomadic Indians and Hispanics for mounts or for food .66 Deer, 

pronghorn, bighorn sheep, and smaller game mammals, such as 

prairie dogs, were still common in the area in the mid-1860s.67 

Desert grassland: 
four-wing salt
bush, broomweed. 
Photo by the 
author in From 
the Rio to the 
Sierra. 
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John Russell Bartlett, during his 
1851-1852 boundary survey, re
corded wolves, grizzly bears, and 
black bears as common; jaguars 
and ocelots were also present, es
pecially to the west of El Paso
Fort Bliss.68 

As intensive hunting 
sharply reduced wild prey 
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species over the next three decades, these wolves, bear, and the 
cats became more dependent on the ever-increasing livestock 
populations. In response, ranchers and government trappers in
creased their taking of these animals. The United States Depart
ment of Agriculture began its predator control program in 1885; 
the County Commissioners' Court at San Elizario began to pay 
bounties on the "scalps" of wolves and other wild animals in 1889. 
The last grizzly in west Texas was killed around 1890; a few were 
left in the Sacramento and other southeastern New Mexico ranges 
at that time, but they, too, were exterminated by the early part 
of this century. Resident mountain lion populations decreased, 
and wolf numbers dropped to a hundred or less by the early 1600s. 
The last two wolves were killed in west Texas in 1970, but these 
were roamers from remote mountains in northern Mexico.69 

The last desert bighorn sheep in the region succumbed to 
ongoing hunting pressure and diseases transmitted by domestic 
sheep at the turn of the century in the Guadalupe Mountains. 70 

Merriam elk in the Guadalupes and Sacramento mountains, and 
pronghorn on the area bajadas, mesas, and foothills were also 
exterminated about this same time. 71 

In addition to the feral horses or mustangs, escaped or freed 
burros became feral, but hunting, capture and removal, and moun
tain lion predation in the region took all but the few still surviv
ing in Lincoln County, New Mexico. Historically, wild horses and 
burros competed with wild grazers and browsers, and adversely 
impacted water holes and springs.72 Other introduced mammals 
which became naturalized include the black rat from Europe which 
may have been introduced to the · coast of Mexico accidentlly on 
Spanish ships. They came north with the cargo. The Norway rat 
probably came west with Americans, arriving as early as 1851.73 

Both rats carry human diseases, such as bubonic plague and 
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typhus, consume large amounts of grain, and prey on poultry. 74 The 
common house mouse probably came with Spanish colonization.75 

Two exotic birds which have naturalized, the European star
ling and house sparrow, were late arrivals from populations intro
duced on the east coast in the mid to late 1800s. The sparrow 

appeared in the 1890s, while the starling reached the El Paso area 
in the mid to late 1930s. Of the two, the populations of starlings, 
which consume substantial amounts of grain and fruit, have in
creased dramatically in the region over the past twenty years. 
Both species do eat noxious insects and are genen1lly found in and 
around locations inhabited by humans .76 

Summary 

Over the past four centuries, the environment of the greater 
El Paso area has experienced relatively severe impacts by such 
human activities as agriculture, livestock raising, water resource 
use, fire suppression, hunting, trapping, and the introduction of a 
number of exotic animal and plant species which have naturalized 
and successfully competed with, and sometimes out-competed, 
native biota. These impacts, in general, have been exacerbated by 
floods, droughts, extreme temperatures, and fire . 

One of the more significant changes in the floodplain flora 
occurred due to the introduction of salt cedar and Russian olive in 
the early part of this century. Floods have caused property damage 

and loss of human life, but historically floods were important in 
maintaining dynamic plant communities and providing rich allu
vial deposits important to farmers on the Rio Grande floodplain. 
Indigenous vegetation and resident or transient fauna, which 
had evolved with periodic floods and droughts over time, provided 
food, shelter, and forage for both humans and their livestock. 

Construction of major flood control dams and drainage canals in 
this century, intensive exploitation of resources, and the intro

duction of exotic vegetation which usurped large 
amount of groundwater, severely impacted 

or exterminated various riparian compo
nents, including the animals . 

The area has been slowly 
warming, with moderate to se
vere periodic droughts since the 
mid-19th century. These climatic 
changes, combined with various 
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human activities, have resulted in a variety of environmental 

impacts. Intensive agriculture and cattle grazing brought in

creased soil erosion, increased alkalinity, waterlogging, and silt 

build-up in the Rio Grande. Channelization, drainage, and con

struction of dams "corrected" some of these proble~s, to a degree; 

but generally, these have had adverse effects on the dynamic 

equilibrium of the hydrology and riparian flora and fauna of the 

region. Lightning and incendiary fires helped maintain stable 

and self-perpetuating plant communities in the upland grass

lands, savannah, and woodlands, but with fire suppression begin

ning in the late 19th century, the species composition of these 

communities has changed; and they have become less productive 

from an economic standpoint. Intensive grazing and suppres

sion of range and forest fires have resulted in relatively recent 

changes of the composition and distribution of early historic 

plant communities. 
Destruction or modification of wildlife habitat, intensive 

hunting, poisoning, and trapping between 1870 and 1930 decimated 

or exterminated several species of mammals and sharply reduced 

a number of others, as well as a variety of bird species. There are 

efforts underway to restore some of the former ecological compo

nents to the area. The success of these efforts remains in doubt at 

present. If current population growth rates and current land/water 

uses continue in the area over the next few decades, adverse 

environmental impacts of area ecosystem can be expected to con

tinue, perhaps causing even more severe ecological and economic 

consequences. 
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Book Review 
THE ROYAL ROAD: EL CAMINO REAL FROM MEXICO CITY 

TO SANTA FE. Photographs by Christine Preston, text by 

Douglas Preston and Jose Antonio Esquibel. Albuquerque: 

University of New Mexico Press, 1998. $55.00 Cloth; $26.95 

Paper. 

This work blends the magnificent photography of Christine 

Preston with the writings of Douglas Preston, a husband and wife 

team, in a book that celebrates the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, 

or Royal Road of the Interior Lands, that ran from Mexico City to 

Santa Fe during the Spanish colonial era. The original trail was 

blazed by Don Juan de Oii.ate during his expedition to colonize New 

Mexico in 1598. By the 17th century, the Camino Real was a regular

ly traveled route that saw caravan trade, military expeditions, and 

thousands of colonists, slaves, and Native-Americans travel its 

length. It remained in use as major transportation system for the next 

three hundred years. 
Only very recently has there been an effort to document and 

preserve the original trail. Although most of it has been obscured 

by modern highways, agriculture, and urban sprawl, the Prestons 

traveled much of the original path and explored some quite remote 

sections. The Camino Real was actually a complex series of trails some 

of which are still in use in remote parts of Mexico. The Prestons 

followed the trail as accurately as possible and their work presents 

a rich assortment of geographic sites, historic and religious sites, 

and people along the trail. 
Douglas Preston's essay gives an overview of the development 

of the trail the historic background of many towns and cities, and 

incidents from the Oii.ate expedition. Much of the narrative, how

ever, recounts the adventures that the Prestons had during their 

journeys and describes the many people that they encountered. The 

heart of the book is the collection of photographs by Christine Preston 

which give us a closer look at life along the Camino Real today. Her 

works show not only prominent landscape features and historic sites, 

but also the people who populate the trail. The color photographs 

were made with large format equipment and are richly reproduced in 

this book. They capture the seasons, natural environments, and 

man-made structures along the trail. One interesting image was 

made near Lava Gate, in the Jornada del Muerto. It shows not only 

the desolate landscape of the Jornada but also one of the few areas 
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where trails ruts can still be seen. Another is a beautiful cityscape 
of Zacatecas at dawn showing buildings that glitter like the gold 
and silver that the Spanish encountered in the New World. Ornate 
churches, mission ruins, and simple chapel interiors are also featur
ed. Other images show the remote, haunting beauty of parts of the 
trail through such areas as rural Durango, the dunes of Samalayuca, 
and the Galisteo Basin. 

Of course, the Camino Real played an important role in the de
velopment of El Paso and a photograph of our downtown area is 
featured in the book. What the Prestons may not be aware of is 
that a spur road off the Camino Real passed through the missions of 
our lower valley. Images of our mission sites would have been a 
worthy addition to this work. 

The book closes with a fascinating account of the people who 
traveled the Camino Real during the colonial period. Researched 
and written by geneologist Jose Antonio Esquibel, the prominent 
families, fears, and soldiers are chronicled and the major migrations 
north into New Mexico are detailed. Some of the most interesting 
entries deal with the women who colonized New Mexico such as 
dofia Eufemia who helped rebuke the soldiers who tried to abandon 
the Ofiate expedition in New Mexico. 

The Prestons' book is a terrific starting point for anyone inter
ested in the Camino Real and hopefully will inspire more detailed 
studies in the future of one of America's oldest and most historic 
transportation corridors. 

Dr. George Torok 
El Paso Community College 
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