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Mexican Americans and a  
White Racial Identity

By Raúl Isaí Muñoz

The Hispanic/Latino population of the United States is composed 
of individuals from various regions of Latin America, but 63% 
of them can trace their family lineage to Mexico and reside in 

the states of Arizona, California, Colorado, Nevada, New Mexico, and 
Texas.1 The 2010 Census records indicate that out of the 50.5 million 
Hispanics/Latinos in the country, 53% of them identify their racial 
category as white, 2.5% as Black or African American, 1.4% as American 
Indian and Alaska Native, 0.4% as Asian, 0.1% as Native Hawaiian 
and other Pacific Islander, 6% as “two or more races,” and a staggering 
36.7% as “some other race.”2 Census Bureau proponents argue that the 
2010 Census records indicate that a substantial portion of the ethnic 
Mexican population in the United States is unaware of their historical 
link to whiteness, meaning that they are oblivious to the notion that they 
have been legally considered white since 1848. However, a more realistic 
interpretation of this data would be that these records are indicative of 
the ambiguous relationship that the ethnic Mexican population of this 
country has had with a white racial identity. Through the examination 
of the work carried out by legal scholars such as Ian F. Haney López, 
Kevin R. Johnson, Laura E. Gómez, and George A. Martinez, along with 
assertions made by historians like Monica Perales and Neil Foley, this 
article traces the way in which scholars have thought about whiteness 
and the effects that a white racial classification has had on the ethnic 
Mexican population in the United States.

Ian F. Haney López has made tremendous contributions to the 
study of whiteness and the way in which the legal system of the 
United States has played an imperative role in the construction of 
race. As a constitutional law scholar, Haney López has written vari-
ous books and journal articles that address the ways racial thought 
has affected governmental procedures.3 As one of the nation’s lead-
ing scholars on the evolution of racism in the country since the Civil 
Rights Movement, his expertise and understanding of racial issues 
is extensive. His book, White by Law: The Legal Construction of Race 
(1996), has earned a respected position among studies of whiteness 
and offers the framework from which to understand the legal con-
struction of race while also elucidating the effects that legal white-
ness has had on the ethnic Mexican population in the country. 
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Mexican Americans and a White Racial Identity

White by Law discusses the legal construction of whiteness 
through the examination of court cases that dealt with individuals’ 
attempts to become naturalized citizens of the United States. Haney 
López begins his work by stating that in 1790 Congress enacted a 
legislative measure that restricted naturalization to “white per-
sons,” a law that remained in effect until 1952.4 Although natural-
ization requirements changed frequently between 1790 and 1952, 
the “white persons” clause played a vital role in judges’ decisions to 
determine who was eligible for citizenship. Furthermore, the ambi-
guity associated with the term “white” resulted in the reliance on 
“scientific evidence,” “common knowledge,” and previous court deci-
sions to conceptualize the parameters of whiteness. Haney López ul-
timately suggests that, because of the vagueness of the term “white” 
and the judges’ power over the fate of those who attempted to be-
come naturalized citizens, the legal system “construct[ed] races in 
a complex manner through both coercion and ideology, with legal 
actors as both conscious and unwitting participants.”5

The two most widely used rationales by judges in their attempt to 
determine an individual’s ability to naturalize were “scientific evi-
dence” and “common knowledge.” Scientific evidence relied on “nat-
uralistic studies of humankind,” while common knowledge tended 
to focus on “widely held conceptions of races and racial divisions.”6 
Although these two rationales were widely used in court proceed-
ings, the judges began to rely more on “common knowledge” because 
the term “Caucasian” (utilized when relying on scientific evidence 
as a means to determine eligibility for naturalization) incorporat-
ed ethnic groups that were “far beyond the popular boundaries of 
Whiteness.”7 Judges, being “white” themselves, believed that sci-
entific evidence distorted the meaning of whiteness and challenged 
their understanding of race. By applying “common knowledge” into 
their legal decisions, judges often ruled that “‘white persons’ would 
mean ‘such persons as were in 1790 known as white Europeans.’”8 

Scientific evidence and common sense played important roles in 
the legal system’s decisions to determine who was eligible for citizen-
ship. However, Haney López argues that Mexican nationals request-
ing the right to acquire naturalized citizenship found themselves in 
a peculiar position because of an international treaty between the 
United States and Mexico. Between 1878 and 1909 twelve individu-
als had their request for naturalization reviewed by the judicial sys-
tem and out of these twelve, only one was granted citizenship.9 The 
individual’s name was Ricardo Rodríguez, a Mexican national who 
had lived in San Antonio, Texas for ten years prior to his request 
for citizenship.10 Unlike some of the other applicants, Rodríguez did 
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not apply for a United States’ citizenship based on the pigmentation 
of his skin or scientific ideas about race. Instead, he simply claimed 
that he was “pure-blooded Mexican.”11 Haney López informs us that 
in In re Rodriguez (1897), the “court allowed [Rodríguez] to natural-
ize on the basis of a series of treaties conferring citizenship on Span-
iards and Mexican in the wake of U.S. expansion into Florida and 
the Southwest.”12 This was done despite the fact that the judge in 
the Texas Federal Court stated that “if the strict scientific classifica-
tion of the anthropologist should be adopted, he would probably not 
be classed as white.”13 The international treaty between the United 
States and Mexico superseded Rodríguez’s mixed racial background, 
nationality, and scientific ideas about race, allowing him to become 
a naturalized citizen of the United States despite the 1790 “white 
persons” clause. 

Although Haney López does not make a clear reference to the 
treaty that placed ethnic Mexicans in this peculiar position, law pro-
fessor Keven R. Johnson has made valuable contributions to the his-
toriography of Mexican Americans and whiteness through his em-
phasis on the importance of the 1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.14 
In his article, “Immigration, Citizenship, and U.S./Mexico Relations: 
The Tale of Two Treaties,” Johnson draws parallels between the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the North American Free Trade 
Agreement (NAFTA). According to Johnson, these two treaties have 
had immense effects on immigration and citizenship. Johnson notes 
that the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ended the Mexican-American 
War and granted the United States Mexico’s northern territorial 
domains. Individuals residing in the conquered territory were al-
lowed to retain their Mexican citizenship or become U.S. citizens. 
The treaty also guaranteed that Mexican nationals who decided to 
become U.S. citizens would be offered full rights within the nation’s 
boundaries, a guarantee that was largely ignored. The treaty, how-
ever, failed to address the issues surrounding future immigration 
trends, particularly due to the relatively low number of Mexican na-
tionals entering the U.S. during the nineteenth century. The issue of 
immigration, left unaddressed by the treaty, would emerge in 1897 
when Ricardo Rodríguez applied to become a naturalized citizen.

On the other hand, Johnson points out that NAFTA was crafted 
in the early 1990s, when the issue of immigration from Mexico was 
one of the most contentious in the country. This, however, failed 
to provide the basis to ensure that the treaty included provisions 
related to immigration and citizenship. NAFTA allowed Mexico, the 
United States, and Canada to participate in large-scale transnation-
al commerce while simultaneously restricting the movement of peo-
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ple, particularly Mexican nationals attempting to enter the United 
States. U.S. supporters of NAFTA argued that the treaty would re-
duce the number of immigrants entering the country by improving 
the Mexico’s economy, but current immigration trends problematize 
these assertions. Johnson ultimately argues that both of these trea-
ties failed to adequately address immigration while creating strong 
economic and cultural links between these two nations.    

The most important aspect of Johnson’s article, for understand-
ing ethnic Mexicans’ whiteness, is his examination of Articles VIII 
and IX of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Johnson utilizes these 
Articles to demonstrate how they granted Mexican nationals U.S. 
citizenship as part of the international accord and a legal form of 
whiteness as its byproduct. As Haney López pointed out, in 1790 
Congress enacted a legal provision that reserved citizenship to 
“white persons.” However, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo grant-
ed all Mexicans citizens residing in the American Southwest the 
option to become U.S. citizens. Since citizenship was reserved for 
“white persons,” ethnic Mexicans who became U.S. citizens came to 
be regarded as legally white. Due to these legal provisions, the judge 
overseeing In re Rodriguez in 1897 was compelled to grant Ricardo 
Rodríguez citizenship, despite his own reservations.  In re Rodriguez 
demonstrates that the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo superseded Ro-
dríguez’s mixed racial background and U.S. naturalization laws. 
Furthermore, because citizenship in the United States was reserved 
for “white persons” and Rodríguez was granted citizenship, ethnic 
Mexicans as a whole became “white by law.”

Although the ethnic Mexican population was eligible for citizen-
ship and classified as racially white, Johnson argues that this ethnic 
group has often been denied the privileges that come with both of 
these identifiers. In the nineteenth century the limitations of eth-
nic Mexicans’ rights as U.S. citizens were dependent on the legal 
status of the region in which they resided. To further illustrate this 
point, Johnson draws attention to the phrases “incorporated into the 
Union” and “at the proper time,” found in Article IX of the treaty. 
These phrases became the legal justifications for the delayed state-
hood of some of the southwestern states. Although citizenship was 
granted to the ethnic Mexican population, the benefits they were 
able to enjoy were dependent on the status of the territory in which 
they resided. The state of New Mexico was not granted statehood 
until 1912 and the privileges associated with citizenship were lim-
ited during the region’s tenure as a territory of the United States. 

Legal scholar Laura E. Gómez has much to say about the history of 
“Hispanics” and their ambiguous position as “white citizens” during 
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the early stages of New Mexico’s incorporation into the Union.15 In 
her book, Manifest Destinies: The Making of the Mexican American 
Race (2007), Gómez argues that “Mexican Americans often have been 
portrayed (and sometimes have portrayed themselves) as an ethnic 
group that will assimilate into American society, just as Europeans 
immigrant groups once did.”16 However, “given the early history of 
Mexicans in the United States, it is more accurate to treat Mexican 
Americans as a racial group.”17 To illustrate her point, Gómez relies 
on historical, sociological, and legal approaches to analyze the his-
tory of Mexican Americans as “off-white” with an emphasis on the 
residents of New Mexico during the nineteenth century. Her work 
is guided by three central themes. The first is colonialism as a fun-
damental factor for the emergence of Mexican Americans as a major 
racial group within the United States’ redefined borders. The second 
theme revolves around the idea that laws and society have played 
a crucial role in the development of Mexican Americans as a racial 
group caught in between legal whiteness and a social construction 
as non-whites. The third theme focuses on how the “construction of 
Mexicans as an American racial group proved central to the larg-
er process of restructuring the American racial order in a key peri-
od stretching from the [Mexican-American War] to the turn of the 
twentieth century.”18 

Gómez’s analysis on the process by which Mexican nationals 
became “Hispanics” and the attempts made by local government 
officials to ensure that New Mexico became incorporated into the 
Union as a state are particularly significant to the historiography 
of the social and legal construction of Mexican Americans’ white-
ness.19 The United States’ colonizing project in New Mexico, and its 
success, rested on the cooperation between the Mexican American 
local elites and Anglo officials. Gómez states that “the American 
colonizers needed a native governing elite, both because they had 
insufficient numbers of Euro-Americans settlers in the region and in 
order to legitimize the military occupation.”20 New Mexico’s Mexican 
American elite class became the main target for this desired collab-
oration because of their previously held legal, political, and religious 
leadership positions. By establishing a partnership with New Mex-
ico’s elite class, U.S. officials were able to ensure that the shift in 
ruling governments would be successful. As Kevin R. Johnson has 
explained, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo had granted Mexican 
nationals the option to become citizens of the United States; and this 
complied with the U.S. desire to certify a peaceful incorporation of 
the region, resulted in some of the highest levels of Mexican Ameri-
can participation within the regions’ legal system as members of the 
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grand jury, petit jury, and lawyers. The lure used by U.S. officials to 
generate a partnership with local elites, was citizenship and white-
ness, along with the benefits that came with both of these identifi-
ers. These benefits, however, required the Mexican elites to take “up 
American racism…and distance themselves from other non-white 
groups.”21

Prior to the Mexican-American War, the Mexican Republic had 
endorsed and enacted liberal racial policies, like the Plan de Igua-
la.22 This document granted every male residing within the country’s 
territory a Mexican citizenship, regardless of racial background. Ad-
ditionally, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo granted every Mexican 
national the option to become a citizen of the United States. Through 
the enactment of these legal documents, indigenous groups, like the 
Pueblo Indians, should have been granted the same rights as those 
bestowed upon the Mexican American elites in New Mexico. How-
ever, Gómez argues that, “when Euro-American colonizers arrived 
in New Mexico, one of their goals was to cement the divide between 
Mexicans and Pueblo Indians” and one way to accomplish this was 
by allowing “Mexican Americans to designate themselves as legally 
white while preventing Pueblo Indians from doing so.”23 The divide 
between the Mexican Americans and the Pueblo Indians became an 
important political tool for Anglos because it reduced the number of 
locals eligible for citizenship and voting rights, facilitating the pro-
cess of political domination by Anglos in New Mexico.

In 1850, the first constitutional convention in New Mexico, domi-
nated by Mexican Americans, met to draft a state constitution under 
which Pueblo Indian men were granted the right to vote, while Af-
rican Americans, Afro-mestizos, and “indios barbaros” were denied 
the right to participate in the polity.24 That same year, Congress 
enacted the Compromise of 1850 which established New Mexico as 
a federal territory and limited voting rights to “free white male in-
habitants.”25 Conflict over the election of a non-voting delegate to 
Congress brought forth the issue of the contradictions found in these 
documents. The election dispute involved a local priest, José Manuel 
Gallegos, and a Missouri politician, William Carr Lane. Lane argued 
that Gallegos had won the election because Pueblo men had voted, 
despite the fact that the 1850 Compromise prevented them from 
doing so. The issue was placed in the hands of a committee of the 
Territorial Legislature which had to decide which law governed: the 
1850 state constitution draft, which extend voting rights to Pueblo 
Indians, or the 1850 Compromise, which reserved said rights to “free 
white males.” In regards to this issue, Gómez states that “given that 
all [of the constitutional committee’s] acts were subject to congres-
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sional nullification, the legislators [predominantly Mexican Ameri-
cans] followed the congressional mandate.”26 Furthermore, by siding 
with congressional legislation, local government officials hoped that 
the New Mexican territory would be incorporated into the Union 
as a state. Ultimately, the issue over a non-voting delegate to Con-
gress and Mexican American elites’ desire to acquire full citizenship 
through an approved statehood, resulted in the marginalization of 
the Pueblo Indians.  Gómez’ assertions that Mexican Americans are 
better understood as a racial group in the United States, as opposed 
to an ethnic one, are compelling and allude to some the issues faced 
by Mexican Americans during the twentieth century. Although le-
gally white, the ethnic Mexican population has often found itself 
being treated as non-white on social terms. This phenomenon is re-
ferred to as the “principle of marginality” by legal scholars, a concept 
that is examined by law professor George A. Martinez.       

As a professor at the Southern Methodist University’s Dedman 
School of Law, George A. Martinez has studied Mexican Americans’ 
peculiar relationship with whiteness and has worked with various 
scholars, including Kevin R. Johnson, on several publications that 
focus on the legal construction of race.27 His article, “The Legal Con-
struction of Race: Mexican Americans and Whiteness,” adds to the 
historiography Mexican Americans’ whiteness through its discus-
sion on the “principle of marginality” and self-identification.  In his 
work, Martinez examines how legal actors such as lawyers, jurors, 
and judges, have constructed the race of Mexican Americans as 
white, but argues that this minority group has not received the ben-
efits traditionally associated with whiteness. He begins his work by 
stating that a white identity has often been associated with certain 
protections and privileges in the United States. For example, the 
author states that “because Whites could not be enslaved, the racial 
divide between Black and White became a line of protection from the 
threat of commodification: Whiteness protected one against being an 
object of property.”28 Although this statement pertains specifically 
to the era of chattel slavery, the benefits and protection afforded 
by whiteness have played a crucial role in the history of the United 
States. Agreeing with some of the assertions made by Haney López, 
Martinez contends that “law is a constructive element of race it-
self.”29 Through his examination of various court cases like Hernan-
dez v. Texas (1950), Martinez is able to demonstrate how Mexican 
Americans’ peculiar relationship with whiteness has been legally 
constructed and discusses the social implications that this relation-
ship has had on this minority group.  

Martinez argues that, because whiteness has been a valuable as-
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set that carries a set of assumptions, privileges, benefits, and pro-
tections, some members of various minority groups, not visibly of 
African descent, have attempted to “pass” or have appropriated a 
self-identification as white. Many of these individuals, Martinez 
states, adopted a white identity “because they thought that becom-
ing White insured greater economic, political, and social security 
[and many believed that] meant gaining access to a whole set of 
public and private privileges [that provided an avenue from which] 
to avoid being the object of others’ domination.”30 Because of this, 
whiteness has been viewed as a privileged identity by those who find 
themselves in these racial borderlands, a few pigmentation shades 
away from the parameters of whiteness. However, despite the fact 
that various minority groups have attempted to identify as white, 
they have been systematically barred from all of the benefits associ-
ated with this identification because of the principle of marginality.

The principle of marginality, Martinez informs us, was developed 
by Critical Race Theorists and “holds that legal rules and doctrines 
often fail to impact…society.”31 Although Mexican Americans have 
been legally recognized as white, they have often been viewed as 
non-white on social grounds, and although the legal system and 
laws should have bestowed upon Mexican Americans full rights and 
participation in the polity and society, the laws that granted them 
citizenship and whiteness had a marginal impact on their social 
standing. Scholars of Critical Race Theory have challenged the clas-
sical legal assumptions “that social action reflects norms generated 
by the legal system” by claiming that “there is no reason to believe 
that law is a decisive factor in social behavior.”32 The arguments 
made by Critical Race Theorists suggest that the United States’ 
laws do not fully shape society and legal changes do not necessarily 
alter the dominant group’s assumptions and actions. 

Another important aspect of Martinez’s article is the role that an 
individual’s self-identification has played in the history of Mexican 
Americans. Scholars, particularly historians, have emphasized the 
importance of identity as a tool of resistance and empowerment. 
However, Martinez argues that self-identification has only granted 
Mexican Americans limited liberation from the United States’ domi-
nant group’s assumptions regarding the country’s racial hierarchies. 
To illustrate his point, Martinez utilizes the court case Hernandez v. 
Texas. In 1950, Pete Hernández was charged with the murder of Joe 
Espinosa in Edna, Texas.33 Hernández’s culpability was uncontest-
ed, considering that there were people who witnessed the murder. 
Hernández, however, appealed to the Texas Supreme Court on the 
grounds that the members of the jury, all Anglo, were not his peers 
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and the legal proceeding had been biased from the start. Gustavo 
(Gus) García took over Hernández’s legal defense because he saw the 
opportunity to challenge the fact that for 25 years, not one Mexican 
American had served on the county’s juries and that at least 75 dif-
ferent counties in Texas had been systematically excluding Mexican 
Americans from legal proceedings.34 García argued that although 
Mexican Americans were legally white, they were socially perceived 
as a distinct group and therefore their participation in the legal sys-
tem had been barred. Martinez states that the Texas Supreme Court 
held that Mexican Americans lacked “sufficient definitional clarity 
as a class to warrant 14th Amendment protection” and that the court 
concluded that since Hernández belonged to the white race, an all-
white Anglo jury did not violate his constitutional rights.35 In this 
case, whiteness was used by the U.S. legal system to maintain the 
racial subordination of Mexican Americans. The principle of mar-
ginality has had such a profound effect on the Mexican American 
community that historians have unconsciously provided numerous 
examples of its applicability. For example, Monica Perales has writ-
ten about the importance of Mexican American’s self-identification 
and although not specifically concerned with notions of whiteness, 
Perales’ book Smeltertown: Making and Remembering a Southwest 
Border Community (2010), provides an example of how the principle 
of marginality has operated in this country. 

In Smeltertown, Perales discusses the lives of the El Paso resi-
dents who lived in a company town created by the smelting giant 
ASARCO to meet the company’s labor demands. Perales’ book traces 
the history of Smeltertown from its inception during El Paso’s eco-
nomic boom in the last decades of the nineteenth century to its eco-
nomic downfall at the end of the twentieth century. In her book, Pe-
rales provides insights into the life of Luz Luján who, although born 
in Mexico, was raised as an “American” citizen in Smeltertown. One 
particularly important aspect of Smeltertown was that it offered its 
resident youth the ability to attend a vocational school to develop 
skills that, in theory, would provide them the tools needed for a bet-
ter life. The skills developed at this vocational school, however, re-
volved around specific industries located in the city of El Paso. The 
vocational school funneled many of these Mexican Americans into 
manual labor and subordinate positions within the region’s racial 
hierarchy. However, Perales asserts that the skills taught by this 
vocational school provided young Mexican Americans with the abil-
ity to exert their agency and develop a self-perception as citizens of 
the United States.

Perales states that, as many of these young Mexican Americans 
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came of age in Smeltertown, “they increasingly participated in 
American pastimes, watched the latest American movies, and en-
gaged in distinctly American consumer culture,” and more impor-
tantly “they moved on from the escuelitas to the American public 
schools, where they received daily messages about the importance of 
accepting American value systems, customs, and habits that would 
make them into ‘productive citizens.’”36 Luz Luján happened to be 
one of the many young ethnic Mexicans who were raised with “Amer-
ican” ideals and who attended the vocational school to develop skills 
that would play a major role in shaping her self-perception, while 
simultaneously instilling in her a sense of empowerment. As Perales 
notes, through the skills acquired in the U.S. educational system 
and the Smelter vocational school, Luján “began to lay claim to an 
American identity too, demanding access to all of the privileges she 
had been taught could be hers.”37 Although Luján had spent the first 
40 years of her life as a Mexican national, she had, since 1917 when 
her family first immigrated to the United States, exhibited aspects 
of a U.S. cultural citizenship; meaning that although not born in 
the United States, she was culturally part of the nation. In 1947, 
Luján formally became a United States citizen, a few years before 
the “white persons” clause was officially eradicated as a requisite for 
naturalization. Her new citizenship meant two things: that the U.S. 
legally considered her a white person and that, based on the ideals 
that had been instilled in her since she was a child, Luján was a full 
citizen of the Unites States. 

However, as scholars of Critical Race Theory have asserted, her 
legal white citizenship did not translate to the social benefits asso-
ciated with her new nationality. Perales includes a story about a 
particular incident in Luján’s life that demonstrates how the prin-
ciple of marginality has functioned against the Mexican American 
community. In the 1950s, the local PTA chapter held a conference 
in Pecos, Texas and Luján, who had served as a representative to 
the Trans-Pecos Association of the PTA, traveled to Pecos alongside 
Mrs. Anderson, the Courchesne School Principal.38 Perales informs 
us that upon “their arrival…Luz was not allowed to stay at the hotel 
where the conference was being held” and that (although all the de-
tails of this incident are not known) “it is understandable that Luz 
would face anti-Mexican sentiments and segregation in Jim Crow 
Texas during this period.”39 This incident demonstrates that Luján, 
who by now possessed a white U.S. citizenship, was not treated as 
one by members of society.40 Although the legal system had, theo-
retically, incorporated her into the polity, she was subject to social 
discrimination because of her ethnic background. Regardless of how 
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“Americanized” Luján was or whether she self-identified as a U.S. 
citizen, her identity could be challenged at any time. Identity is a 
powerful tool of resistance and empowerment, but for many Mex-
ican Americans that self-perception could be and was contested by 
the “American” society, demonstrating that whiteness is not just a 
legal construct, it is also a social construct. Mexican Americans who 
constantly tried to be incorporated into the U.S. polity and society 
often found themselves undertaking what historian Neil Foley calls, 
a “Faustian Pact with Whiteness.”41

In “Becoming Hispanic: Mexican Americans and The Faustian 
Pact with Whiteness,” Neil Foley points out that twentieth centu-
ry members of Latin American organizations such as the League 
of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) and the GI Forum, 
proclaimed a white racial identity at the expense of other minori-
ty groups in the United States.  Foley argues that the “history of 
Mexican Americans in the Southwest is…more than the history of 
their ‘becoming’ Mexican American or Hispanic; for many, especial-
ly those of the middle class, it is also the history of their becom-
ing White.”42 As the previous scholars discussed in this work have 
pointed out, first-class U.S. citizenship was often tied to notions of 
whiteness. Members of these Latin American organizations were 
well aware that citizenship tied to a “colored” racial identity meant 
experiencing legal discrimination and subjugation. This encouraged 
many to fight for recognition, not only as full citizens of the United 
States, but also as members of the white race. 

In an effort to be seen as white members of society, individuals 
associated with LULAC and the GI Forum exhibited and internal-
ized negative racial stereotypes about the African American com-
munity. Foley mentions that LULAC members considered it an in-
sult to be associated with African Americans and other members of 
“colored” races. In 1936, a LULAC official “deplored the practice of 
hiring ‘Negro musicians’ to play at Mexican bailes (dances) because 
it led to ‘illicit relations’ between Black men and ‘ill-informed Mexi-
cans girls’…[and that other LULAC members should] tell these Ne-
groes that we are not going to permit our manhood and womanhood 
to mingle with them on [an] equal basis.”43 Fear of miscegenation 
played a role in the statement made by the LULAC representative, 
but disassociation with the African American community was the 
primary premise of his statement. Any link with individuals out-
side of the boundaries of whiteness was seen by some members of 
LULAC as detrimental to their political agenda. In order for LU-
LAC and GI Forum members to retain their whiteness, association 
with other minority groups was discouraged and at times the in-
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corporation of discriminatory practices was internalized. Just like 
Luz Luján, members of these Latin American organizations saw 
themselves as “American” citizens and just as the education Luján 
received instilled in her American ideals, so did the experiences of 
many of these individuals in the armed forces, particularly those as-
sociated with the GI Forum. Although the efforts of these organiza-
tions brought positive changes for the Mexican American population 
through their victories in various court cases, their overall access 
to white benefits was only marginal. This has become the basis for 
Foley’s Faustian pact argument.    

Mexican Americans’ ambiguous relation with whiteness has been 
a subject of interest for historians and scholars of Critical Race The-
ory. Ian F. Haney López has demonstrated how the U.S. legal system 
has played an important role in the construction of whiteness, while 
Kevin R. Johnson traces the roots of this ambiguous relation to the 
1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Laura E. Gómez argues that it 
is more accurate to treat this minority group as an entirely different 
racial group and that nineteenth century efforts made by Mexican 
American elites in New Mexico to ensure that they would be incor-
porated as full citizens into the U.S. polity have been replicated at 
various points in history with similar results. George A. Martinez 
points out that Mexican Americans, although legally white, have of-
ten experienced discrimination and subjugation because of the prin-
ciple of marginality. Martinez, along with many other legal scholars, 
argue that laws often have a minimal impact on the actions and 
assumptions of the dominant groups in society. Through Monica Pe-
rales’ and Neil Foley’s work, we see how some Mexican Americans 
have gone to great lengths be seen as full citizens of this nation, only 
to discover that their self-identification is challenged by factions of 
American society. According to the 2010 Census, 6.2% of the entire 
U.S. population identifies their racial category as “some other race,” 
but among Hispanics/Latinos that figure rises to 36.7% indicating 
that large portions of this ethnic group is having difficulties identify-
ing with U.S. racial classifications.44 Furthermore, 72.4% of the en-
tire U.S. population identifies their racial category as white, but this 
figure includes a portion of the Hispanic/Latino population. Without 
Hispanics/Latinos, the total percentage of individuals who identify 
as white drops to 63.7%.45

Raúl Isaí Muñoz is a doctoral student in the History Department at 
the University of Texas at El Paso. 
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A New View of the Baylor/Kelly Killing

By Dr. Walter Earl Pittman

One of the most compelling incidents in the early history of southern 
New Mexico is the killing of Robert P. Kelly, owner and editor of 
The Mesilla Times by Col. John Baylor of the Confederate States 

of America (C.S.A.).  The attack occurred on the streets of Mesilla on the 
afternoon of 12 December 1861.  Baylor was the commander of six small 
companies (265 men) of the 2nd Texas Mounted Volunteers (2nd TMV) 
sent west by the Texas Confederate Government to safeguard the U.S. 
Army supplies that had been seized when the Union Army (or “Federals”) 
abandoned the post at Fort Bliss in 1861.  Already well-known as an Indian 
Agent and Indian Fighter (and hater) the big balding Texas colonel, son 
of an army doctor, had an aggressive spirit.  Recognizing that his small 
force, armed primarily with shotguns and pistols brought from home, 
was badly overmatched by the nearly 700 well-equipped and trained U.S. 
regulars at Fort Fillmore, he simply went on the offensive.  Already some 
local Confederates had successfully raided the Fort Fillmore horse herd 
twice, severely limiting the mobility of the Fort Fillmore command.  Led 
by Bethel Coopwood’s San Elizario Scouts, some 100 of these local rebels 
would join Baylor and be organized into four small companies.

On the night of 24 July 1861, Baylor stealthily moved his battalion 
up the Rio Grande for a surprise night attack on Fort Fillmore.  He 
expected to be aided by turncoats in Fort Fillmore but instead was 
betrayed by another double turncoat.  Undaunted, Baylor simply con-
tinued up the west bank of the Rio Grande and seized Mesilla unop-
posed.  Stunned, Maj. Isaac Lynde marched 380 men, including caval-
ry and artillery, out of Fort Fillmore on 25 July to Mesilla.  Deploying 
his forces in an open field, Lynde sent in a useless demand for the 
Rebels’ surrender, then fired a few rounds from his artillery pieces.  
When Baylor’s men fired back with their short range weapons from 
rooftops and adobe walls, killing three and wounding six, the Federals 
hastened back across the Rio Grande to their fort.  During the night of 
July 26/27, Lynde hurriedly abandoned the post.1

The Fort Fillmore garrison retreated northeast toward Fort 
Stanton, which led them away from the Rio Grande and across the 
desert uplands sloping towards the Organ Mountains.  This deci-
sion, fatal as it turned out, was made because the Union officers be-
lieved incorrectly that the Confederates had already interdicted the 
direct route to Fort Craig along the Rio Grande with strong forces. 

  The escape path of the Fort Fillmore garrison led them across des-
ert uplands on a day that grew steadily hotter, during New Mexico’s 



127

A New View of the Baylor/Kelly Killing

dry season.  Little water was brought along by the column, and no 
effort had been made to check on the condition of springs in route.  
The twenty mile march to San Augustin should have been within 
the capability of the Federal troops, but many, perhaps most, of the 
regulars had filled their canteens with commissary whiskey at Fort 
Fillmore rather than destroy it as ordered.  The men grew more 
and more thirsty as the day grew hotter, and they turned to their 
canteens for relief with disastrous results.  The road, which was 
rough and relatively steep in places, was soon lined with hundreds 
of soldiers who had collapsed, unable to go farther.

When daylight came and Bethel Coopwood’s locally recruited 
San Elizario Scouts reported that the Fort had been abandoned, 
Baylor set off in pursuit.  Leaving nearly half his force to secure 
Fort Fillmore, Baylor headed northeast with 162 men, selected 
because they had the best horses, trying to head the Federals off 
at San Augustin Pass.  Baylor’s men soon began to overtake the 
Yankee column.  Hundreds of soldiers lined the roads, unable to 
proceed, begging for water.  Some were unconscious.  Twenty-four 
were captured asleep at a spring in the mountains where they had 
gone seeking water.  At first, Baylor’s men disarmed the Union 
soldiers and pressed on, but there were so many they soon gave 
even that up.  Led by Coopwood’s Company in the van, the Rebel 
horsemen captured the wagon train, the artillery, and 108 civil-
ians, soldier’s dependents, before they reached the Pass.  Union 
cavalry, assigned as a rearguard, deployed to fight but turned tail 
when the Confederates charged.  Lynde and a cavalry escort, in 
advance of the column, reached the San Augustin Springs to find 
it nearly dry.  He turned back to rejoin the main body only to meet 
Coopwood’s men instead with Baylor close behind.  After a futile 
attempt to form a line of battle, Lynde’s500 (Union count) to 700 
(Baylor’s number) regulars surrendered to fewer than 200 “long-
eared, ragged Texans.” It was the U.S. Army’s most embarrassing 
moment.

After the disaster at San Augustin, Union forces remained 
strangely passive, although Union General E. R. S. Canby’s forces 
grew to nearly 5,000 by December of 1861, a magnitude larger than 
the Rebels.  Very conscious of their inferiority, the Confederates 
expected Canby to move aggressively against them before expected 
Confederate reinforcements could arrive.  Baylor made plans for 
such a contingency, which did not include standing and fighting it 
out, but rather was based on a “skedaddle” below El Paso or across 
the border into Mexico.  The fears became real when Baylor’s se-
cret agents reported about November 20th that Canby was ready to 
move south with a force six times (2,000 men) the Rebel strength.  
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Hurriedly, the military and 
civilian residents of Mesilla 
scattered south to Franklin 
(El Paso) or Mexico, carry-
ing what they could of their 
possessions and supplies and 
burying or destroying the 
remainder, including badly 
needed forage and food.  Out 
in the desert was buried the 
press and font of the newspa-
per, The Mesilla Times.

But nothing happened. 
The Union solders re-
mained in their tents and 
barracks and the embar-
rassed Southerners eventu-
ally trickled back to Mesilla. 

  Baylor was deeply embar-
rassed by the “Mesilla Pan-
ic.”  One of the many who 
blamed Baylor for the com-
edy was the editor of The 
Mesilla Times, Robert Kelly, 
who had published several of 
Baylor’s alarming reports along with some of his own, feeding the 
local hysteria that led to the evacuation.

The Mesilla Times had come to Mesilla through the efforts of 
two businessmen, Robert P. Kelly, a professional surveyor from 
Kentucky, and D.W. Hughes, a newspaperman from Missouri.  The 
men were also involved in mining, milling and real estate.  Appar-
ently there was difficulty in securing a press and it was not until 9 
June 1860 that the first edition of the newspaper appeared under 
the title, The Mesilla Miner.  But lacking paper supplies, it was 18 
October 1860 before the paper began to appear regularly under the 
name, The Mesilla Times.

Eventually Kelly and Hughes had found their press and two new 
partners in San Antonio.  Bredett C. Murray had been born in Al-
legan, Michigan in 1837.  He began his journalistic career as a 
printer’s devil at age thirteen and, always restless, worked his way 
up the scale of newspaper careers, even being a pony express rider 
in Michigan.  By 1857, he was working as a journalist in New Orle-
ans.  Ever restless, he moved on to San Antonio, then a rough fron-
tier town.  By 1859 he was working for Lewis S. Owings, in both his 

Figure 1. Bredett Corydon Murray, 1872 
Photo courtesy of Bredett C. Thomas
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mercantile and printing business.  The men became close friends 
as well as business associates.  Owings was a doctor as well as a 
businessman who followed the siren call of gold discoveries to New 
Mexico in 1860.  He took with him his wife and her younger sister, 
Amanda, who Murray married in Texas in 1866.  Owings also took 
Bredett C. Murray and a printing press with him to Mesilla.1

The exact nature of the partnership between Murray, Owings, 
Hughes and Kelly is unclear.  Murray became the editor and 
part-owner.  Frank Higgins was the printer.  Under Murray, the 
paper prospered, having a circulation of 750 spread across the 
towns along the Rio Grande below El Paso to Tubac and Tucson in 
modern Arizona.  It became a regular Saturday paper in February, 
1861.  On 27 April 1861, Frank Higgins became the editor of the 
Times for unknown reasons.  Murray continued to work, as he had, 
for the paper.  His change of status came as news of the outbreak 
of the Civil War was reaching Mesilla.  Earlier, Murray had served 
as secretary to Owings in 1860, when local interests had created 
a shadow state government and Owings had been elected “Gover-
nor.”  The region was comprised of the Southern half of Arizona 
and New Mexico and then known as Arizona.  Several attempts 
had already been made to create a constitution and be accepted as 
a state by the U.S. Congress free of Santa Fe’s control.  They failed 
as this one did.  It is probable that Murray was involved with Lewis 
Owings in an effort to achieve recognition by the new Confederate 
Congress.  Eventually (1862) Arizona did become a Confederate 
territory.2

Kelly suddenly assumed the editorship of the Times in the ear-
ly fall of 1861.  Immediately, he began a series of attacks on Col. 
Baylor which grew increasingly vitriolic in succeeding issues.  Kel-
ly’s motives have always been unclear but the traditional view 
was summarized by Martin Hardwick Hall in 1963.  “No doubt 
Kelly assumed his new duties strictly from patriotic motivation.”  
Kelly was an extreme southern secessionist who bitterly criticized 
Baylor’s military actions in print although Kelly had no military 
training or experience.  This culminated in the issue of 12 Decem-
ber in which Kelly viciously ridiculed Baylor for the fiasco of the 
November “Mesilla Panic” evacuation.  That proved to be the final 
straw for the angry and fuming Baylor.  On that same afternoon 
Baylor accosted Kelly as he walked by Baylor’s headquarters, at-
tacking and killing the editor.  Baylor claimed self-defense, but 
many (most?) others believed it was murder.3  The testimony of 
four soldiers, all Privates, who were eye-witnesses, before the (Con-
federate) Grand Jury, left the question of Baylor’s responsibility 
unclear.  They were members of Company “A” of Baylor’s command 
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who were at the headquarters when the incident occurred.  Their 
sworn testimony tells the story with some minor inconsistencies 
(and a propensity to misspell Kelly’s name):

J.W. Crooms.—‘I saw Mr. K. coming up the 
street, and Col. Baylor came in at the door just 
above him.  When Mr. Kelley was within about 
ten feet of the door Col. Baylor stepped to the 
door and spoke to Mr. K.  I understood him to 
say, “Hold on, my lad, I want to speak to you.”  
Mr. Kelley continued to advance up the street; 
Col. Baylor stepped inside the door, picked up a 
musket and struck Mr. Kelley on the head; Mr. 
Kelley then struck at Col. Baylor with a knife; 
Mr. K. was in a falling attitude at the time; I 
saw the knife; Col. Baylor then threw down the 
gun and jumped upon Mr. Kelley, saying at the 
time, “You can’t come that [sic];” Col B. caught 
the hand in which Mr. Kelley held the knife, 
and told him “to let go the knife.”—Mr. Kelley 
seemed to be struggling to use the knife; Col. 
Baylor drew a pistol with his left hand, and then 
ordered Mr. Kelley to give up the knife; Mr. Kel-
ley refused to do so.  Col. Baylor then pointed his 
pistol at Mr. Kelley’s head and fired.’

H.S. Maynatt.—‘I was sitting outside the door; 
Col. Baylor walked in and spoke to a young man 
who was sick; I saw him turn and pick up a mus-
ket and raised it as if to strike; I followed the di-
rection of the musket, and saw Mr. Kelley as the 
musket descended upon his head; as he received 
the lick I saw him make a strike with a knife at 
Col. Baylor.  Mr. Kelley was in a falling position.  
Col. Baylor caught hold of him as he was falling, 
and fell on top of Mr. Kelley with one knee on his 
body; Col. Baylor then caught the hand that held 
the knife; Mr. Kelley was endeavoring to cut Col. 
Baylor while he was trying to secure the knife.  
Col. Baylor then told him to lay down the knife; 
nothing was said in reply.  Col. Baylor then drew 
a pistol with his left hand, at which time some-
one said, “Don’t shoot him.”  Col. B. then told 
Mr. Kelley a second time to put down the knife; 
Mr. K. did not make any reply, and did not put 
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down the knife; about that time the pistol was 
fired by Col. Baylor.’

Rbt. McClare.—‘I was setting in the door when 
Col. Baylor came in; when I next saw him he re-
appeared at the door, with a musket in his hand; 
Mr. Kelley was nearly opposite the door, walking 
along; Col. Baylor called to him saying, “Hold on, 
my lad,” or something to that effect.  Mr. Kelley 
then stopped, faced Col. Baylor, who then struck 
him on the head with the musket, which stunned 
him.  Mr. Kelley then threw out his hands as 
if to catch in falling.   Col. Baylor dropped the 
musket, caught Mr. Kelley and threw him to the 
ground.  He held him to the ground.  Mr. Kel-
ley appeared to be struggling to use something 
in his hand.  Col. Baylor, remarked, “You can’t 
come that on me, I am too much for a man of 
your sort,” or something to that effect.  He then 
remarked, “You try to stab people do you?” and 
also told Mr. Kelley to put down the knife.  Col. 
Baylor then reached and drew a six-shooter with 
his left hand, cocked it on his thigh and then 
pointed the pistol at Mr. Kelley’s head and fired.’

W.D.McGill.—‘I was lying in the room, and 
heard some words on the outside of the door as 
if a difficulty was going on.  I saw a man lying 
on the ground and Col. Baylor on top of him.  
The man that was under was holding a knife 
in his left hand and Col. Baylor had hold of the 
left arm; the man was struggling to use the 
knife.  Col. Baylor then remarked, “You try to 
cut people with knives, do you?” or something to 
that effect; he also said, “I am too much for your 
sort,” and told him to let go the knife or to drop 
it, which the man did not do.  The Colonel had 
drawn his pistol during the time; he now cocked 
it on his thigh, and shot the man in the cheek.  
The Colonel then arose and said, “Give him a 
chance for his life.”  This occurred in the Town of 
Mesilla, Ter’y of Arizona, on Thursday 12th day of 
December 1861.’4

The Grand Jury, probably under Baylor’s influence, failed to return 
a true bill of indictment against him.
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While the degree of Baylor’s guilt in Kelly’s death is hazy, the question 
of why Kelly persistently provoked Baylor is even more unclear.  Martin 
Hardwick Hall, the best known student of the affair, attributed it, somewhat 
hesitantly, to their differences over wartime strategy in Arizona.5  This 
has never seemed wholly satisfactory, lacking the personal rancor Kelly’s 
attacks revealed.  Another look into the personal affairs of Kelly is more 
revealing.  They were provided by Bredett C. Murray, sometimes editor 
of The Mesilla Times.  His story of the Mesilla shooting is contained in 
a handwritten, unpublished account, donated by his grandson, Bredett 
Thomas, and preserved at the Arizona Historical Society:

The writer was a high private in the Confeder-
ate service, member of Col. Madison’s regiment, 
General Lane’s brigade, General Butler’s division  
His company was mustered in San Antonio in 
the fall of 1872 [1862].  H.H. Hall was captain 
of the company and was promoted to Lieutenant 
Colonel in the last year of the war.  In 1873, he 
was living in Paris [Texas] and was shot –mur-
dered-[sic] in cold blood in that town by a desper-
ate character who made his escape and was never 
apprehended.  Most members of the company, in-
cluding the writer were from the southern portion 
of New Mexico, then known as Arizona, the divi-
sion running east and west instead of North and 
South as at present.  Arizona had “seceded” from 
New Mexico prior to the Civil War and L.S. Ow-
ings first mayor of Tucson was its first governor 
chosen by delegates who met in Tucson in 1872 
[1860] to organize a provisional government.  A 
delegate was chosen to represent the Territory 
at Washington, but on the breaking out of the 
war, this new territory joined her destinies of the 
South and the delegate, Ned McGowan, a rath-
er notorious character during the frontier in San 
Francisco, proceeded to Richmond and the Terri-
tory was duly taken in as part of the Confederacy, 
the only “Territory,” by the way within the juris-
diction of the Confederate government.6  In the 
spring of 1872 [1862] General John R. Baylor who 
had a body of troops at El Paso, moved up the Rio 
Grande passed Fort Fillmore and took possession 
of La Mesilla where he and his men met with an 
[ ? ] frantic reception from the American popula-
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tion.  That night the Federal troops stationed at 
Fort Fillmore set fire to the fort and attempted 
to escape through the Organ Mountains twenty 
miles distant.  Owing to the season’s heat and 
lack of water, they never reached the mountain 
pass but one after another fell by the way from 
sheer exhaustion.  They were overtaken by the 
Confederate troops who were better equipped and 
the whole Army surrendered.  General Baylor 
made his hind [sic] quarters in La Mesilla.  The 
writer was publishing a weekly paper, the Times 
in Mesilla, Mr. R.A. Kelly one of the owners of 
a [flouring] mill and a merchant, also one of the 
stockholders in the Times, had trouble with Gen. 
Baylor over the awarding [sic] contracts for [flour 
for] the Army.  Claiming he was not treated fair-
ly, the contract going to John Buell, a merchant 
in the town, although he, Kelly, was the lowest 
bidder.  Kelly assumed editorial control of the pa-
per [and at] once opened his batteries on the gen-
eral.  Kelly was a fair pistol and told this writer 
his object of his vicious attacks was to force Gen. 
Baylor to send him a challenge.  The writer told 
Kelly he didn’t believe he would do that but was 
more likely to be shot down unawares, as Gen. 
Baylor had nothing to fear as he had his troops 
behind him.  The result confirmed this [appreci-
ation] the day as Mr. Kelly passed Gen. Baylor’s 
headquarters, the latter slipped out of the door 
of the adobe house, knocked Kelly down, saying 
“Take that you [hound] and Kelly drew a small 
shank stiletto and as he did so Baylor drew his 
pistol and deliberately fired at the prostrate man.  
The ball entered his cheek crushing the roof of his 
mouth.  Kelly lived several days but the hemor-
rhages could not be stopped by the physician and 
he gradually bled to death.  Sometime after this 
Gen. [Baylor] issued an order to congregate the 
Indians at a certain point – pretending to make a 
treaty – with them, and give them poisoned whis-
key.  This order was never carried out but Kelly’s 
friends found it out and reported the matter to 
President Jefferson Davis.  Granville Owings [a 
prominent founder and Governor of Arizona], a 

A New View of the Baylor/Kelly Killing
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particular friend of Mr. Kelly was especially bit-
ter against Gen. Baylor.

When the Confederate forces under Gen. Sibley 
evacuated New Mexico after a brilliant campaign 
up the Rio Grande taking Santa Fe, he [Sibley] 
accompanied them to San Antonio, learning Gen. 
Baylor was in the city and had boasted he would 
fight him on sight, sent word to Baylor he would 
be on the main plaza between certain hours of the 
next day ready to meet him.  The General [Baylor] 
left for Austin by the next stage.  President Davis 
was a man who detested dishonorable warfare in 
any form and who became convinced of this report 
of Gen. Baylor’s attempt to poison the Indians de-
prived him of his command in the Army.  He was 
subsequently given the command by the [State] 
in the home guards which he held until the close 
of the war.7

Kelly then, according to Murray, deliberately attacked Baylor, 
hoping he would challenge him to a duel.  Under the customs of 
the code duello, the challenged party had the choice of weapons.  
Kelly, an expert pistol shot, planned his revenge that way.  Mur-
ray warned him that Baylor was raised on the frontier and would 
be unlikely to observe the customary etiquette of the duel.  He 
was right.

There is yet another possible factor in Kelly’s motivation.  He 
had recently married a remarkably beautiful woman who was 
“formed like a Venus.”  She had a shady past, and it was rumored 
that she had not been legally married to a former “husband” she 
lived with.  In 1861, Kelly was seeking a divorce from her for 
unknown reasons.  Divorcee was a rare and extreme event in 
1861.  Kelly believed her to have been unfaithful to him according 
to Frank Higgins, the Times printer who later courted the come-
ly widow himself.  While there is no known connection between 
Baylor and her, the coincidence in time is remarkable.  The widow 
was soon remarried to an unsuspecting Yankee officer.8

The total truth of the cause and course of the Baylor/Kelly fight 
will probably never be known.  Why Kelly, an expert pistolero, 
had no gun on 12 December is unknown as is the degree to which 
Baylor shaped the evidence of the soldier witnesses and influ-
enced the Grand Jury.  Mrs. Kelly’s role, if any, is tantalizing but 
obscure.  Would the course of the Civil War have been different 
if Baylor’s reputation had not been so besmirched that he never 
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rose to high command despite his obvious aptitude?  The incident 
remains as proof that personal passions are usually the most 
important things, even in the midst of war.

Dr. Walter Earl Pittman resides in Roswell, New Mexico, and is 
President of the Lincoln County Historical Society.  

Endnotes
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 Luis A. Jimenez, Jr.

2016 Hall of Honor Inductee

Luis A. Jimenez, Jr. was born in El Paso, Texas on July 30, 1940. He 
graduated from The University of Texas at Austin with a Bachelor of Science 
Degree in Art & Architecture. He also studied at Ciudad Universitaria in 
Mexico City.

An avid sculptor, Mr. Jimenez is best known in El Paso for his “Plaza de 
los Lagartos” statute, which still stands at San Jacinto Plaza. Throughout 
the years, Mr. Jimenez received several large-scale commissions for art 
work in Steuben Glass, New York; Houston, Texas; Fargo, North Dakota; 
and Wichita, Kansas, among many other cities. He held scores of individual 
and group exhibits over four decades.

 Mr. Jimenez was a prolific artist, whose work “Man on Fire” can be 
found in the Smithsonian’s National Museum of American Art. As the New 
York Times noted, “The work, perhaps his best known, depicts a man in 
flames, and is based on the Aztec emperor Cuauhtémoc, who was burned 

2016 Hall of Honor
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alive by Spanish conquistadores.”
 He was bestowed with several awards by the National Endowment for 

the Arts; the A.I.A Environmental Improvement Award by VAQUERO 
in Houston, Texas; the Francis J. Greenburger Award in New York City, 
New York; the Skowhegan Sculpture Award; the New Mexico Governor’s 
Award; and the Key to the City of El Paso.

 As cited by the New York Times, Jim Moore, the former director of the 
Albuquerque Museum, stated, “At the height of Minimalism in the 1960s, 
he chose to do something out of fashion…. His work contributed to the 
rise of Pop Art, but it was more a willingness to do something so overtly 
meaningful at first glance.”

Michael J. Hutson, Sr.

2016 Hall of Honor Inductee

Michael Jenkins Hutson was born in Frankfurt, 
Germany on March 1, 1958, the youngest child of 
Harry and Ingrid Hutson. He graduated from The 
University of Texas at El Paso with a double major 
in business and German, and later received a law 
degree with honors from The University of Texas 
at Austin. 

Mr. Huston was an avid genealogist and 
historian, serving as a member of the Huguenot 
Society of South Carolina and the South Carolina 
Historical Society. He also served as president of 
the El Paso County Historical Society from 2004 to 
2006 after serving on the Board of Directors for many years. 

Mr. Huston assisted film director Viviana Garcia Besne with her research 
on the history of the Calderon film empire, as well as the history of theaters 
in El Paso. Ms. Besne used the research in her acclaimed documentary 
“Perdida.” 

Mr. Huston began his legal career in El Paso at the Grambling & Mounce 
law firm in 1985. In 2001, he co-founded Ainsa Hutson LLP law firm with 
Francis Ainsa and Michael Ainsa.  

His son Michael writes, “He was not a man who acted in expectation of 
recognition or awards; his focus was on doing right by all, and any former 
colleague or client can attest to his generosity and intellect. He was of the 
most impeccable character, devoted countless hours in researching and 
preserving the history of this County, helped bring attention to the legacy 
of El Paso, and lived in such a way as to be an example to any who came in 
contact with him.” 
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Charles F. “Paco” Jordan, III

2016 Hall of Honor Inductee

Charles Francis “Paco” Jordan was born in Los Angeles, California, 
but has spent well over sixty years as a resident of El Paso. Mr. Jordan 
is chairman of the board of CF Jordan Construction, a U.S. construction 
company specializing in commercial, multifamily residential, infrastructure, 
concrete, and industrial construction. CF Jordan Construction has been 
responsible for many of the key buildings that have been built throughout 
the County. 

Mr. Jordan attended Crockett Elementary School and Austin High 
School. In addition, he attended Admiral Farragut Academy in Pine 

Beach, New Jersey, The University 
of Texas at Austin, The University 
of Texas at El Paso, The University 
of Florida in Gainesville, and the 
“school of hard knocks” at C.H. 
Leavell and Company. 

Mr. Jordan founded CF Jordan 
Construction in 1969 as a small 
operation based in El Paso, Texas. 
Today, CF Jordan Construction 
employs about 600 people and has 
completed billions of dollars of 
award-winning projects across the 
U.S.

Mr. Jordan is involved in a variety 
of community initiatives including 
the President’s Council of the Luis 
Palau Foundation, The University 
of Texas at El Paso Development 

Board, The University of Texas at El Paso College of Engineering Advisory 
Board, the Liberty Institute of Dallas, Texas, the Texas and El Paso 
Zoological Society, and Candelighters. 

 Mr. Jordan stated in his Construction Hall of Fame acceptance speech 
in 2015 that throughout his career he’s learned the value of hard work, 
maintaining a good reputation, and establishing good core values. 
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Holly Thurston Cox

2016 Hall of Honor Inductee

Holly Cox is a third generation El Paso 
artist, following the path of her father, Eugene 
Thurston, and her grandmother, Fern Thurston. 
While studying art at Texas Western College, 
Mrs. Cox was awarded two scholarships by the 
El Paso chapter of the National Society of Arts 
and Letters, was elected to membership in the 
national arts fraternity Kappa Pi, and became 
a member of Delta Delta Delta sorority. After 
receiving a bachelor’s degree in art from Texas 
Western, she taught in public schools, the YMCA, 
the El Paso Museum of Art, and her own studio.

She is a past president of the El Paso Art Association, a signature 
member of the Rio Bravo Watercolorists, a member of the National Society 
of Arts and Letters, a past member of the Board of Directors of the Center 
for the Advancement and Study of Early Texas Art.

She co-authored, with Dr. Carol Price Miller, The Guide to Early El 
Paso Artists, as well as the text for Into the Desert Light-Early El Paso 
Art: 1850-1860, published by the El Paso Museum of Art. She has won 
numerous awards and exhibited extensively throughout the Southwest. As 
an artist she is dedicated to preserving the work and memory of the many 
fine artists who have lived or painted in El Paso.

Before Mrs. Cox went to Texas Western College, Urbici Soler welcomed 
her into one of his adult life drawing classes. Her mother loved telling 
people about the day she went to pick up Holly, and Soler was holding up 
one of Holly’s drawings, saying, “This is the way you do it.” 

In 1958, she married El Paso attorney Sanford C. Cox. They have 
two sons, Curtis and Chris, both attorneys practicing in El Paso, and a 
granddaughter, Heather, the daughter of Curtis and his wife, Sylvia. 
Heather often follows the family tradition by painting with her mother.
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GUIDELINES
for Publication in Password

If you are preparing an article for Password,  
please follow the guidelines given below.

 
1.  The article must pertain to El Paso, Texas and its surrounding area.  If it 

pertains to a person, an El Paso connection must be made.

 2.  Historical accuracy is crucial; therefore, great care must be taken in 
preparing the article.

3.  If the article has pictures and/or attachments, make sure that they are 
with the article when they are submitted to the Historical Society.

4.  Double-check all spelling, punctuation, and foreign accents before 
submitting the article.

5.  If the author has someone else proof read the article, have it done before 
it is submitted for publication.

6.  Make sure all citations are correct in both format and accuracy.  The 
governing rules for publication are in the Chicago Style Manual, latest 
edition.

7.  Please clearly state your name, address, and email address when the 
article is submitted.

SUBMISSIONS FOR PASSWORD
If you would like to submit an article for Password

please send it and all necessary photographs
to the following address:

PASSWORD
P. O. Box 13331

El Paso, Texas 79913-3331
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