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      There have always been men (and possibly women) who have yearned to know what lay beyond the horizon. Norse explorer Erik Thorvaldsson and Spanish and Portuguese explorers Christopher Columbus, Ferdinand Magellan, and Hernán Cortés were among the earliest to have a major impact on the land that would become known as the “Americas.” They were quickly followed by French explorers Jacques Cartier, Samuel De Champlain, Jacques Marquette, and Louis Joliet. Over time, the peoples, animals, and geography “discovered” by these and other explorers led to legends that piqued imaginations for centuries.

      The indigenous people of the Americas had populated the lands since before the birth of Christ. One of the unifying aspects of all of the various tribes was their belief in the “Great White God” or “Great Spirit” who would one day return. When the European explorers arrived, many of the indigenous peoples’ initial reactions were that the explorers were from the “Great White God” who had come to save them. Sadly, the opposite was true. These Native Americans, given the name Indians by Christopher Columbus, who thought he had landed in India, were viewed by the Europeans with vile contempt. The Indians were considered to be only slightly more evolved than animals.

      Thomas Jefferson wrote a letter to Marquis de Chastellux dated June 7, 1785, in which he offered a glimpse into his struggle to make sense of racial differences and similarities. As part of his reply to the charges of French scientists that plant and animal life, including humans, degenerated in America, Thomas Jefferson asserted:
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        And I am safe in affirming that the proofs of genius given by the Indians of N. America, place them on a level with Whites in the same uncultivated state . . . . I believe the Indian then to be in body & mind equal to the whiteman. I have supposed the black man, in his present state, might not be so; but it would be hazardous to affirm, that, equally cultivated for a few generations, he would not become so.

        

      

      History has proven that genius knows no ethnic, racial, language, gender, or age barriers.

      In 1803, President Jefferson consulted experts before writing detailed instructions to Meriwether Lewis (1774–1809) instructing him to “explore the Missouri River basin, conduct scientific and ethnographic studies, and find a route to the Pacific Ocean. Lewis, his private secretary and a U.S. army captain, spent months in scientific studies to prepare for the mission.” These instructions were written before Jefferson knew of the finalization of the Louisiana Purchase. Jefferson was particularly concerned that the “expedition establish an American presence among the Native American tribes and secure their trading and diplomatic loyalties for the United States.”

      The westward migration was “officially” sanctioned—as long as it was for the benefit of the United States of America. In spite of the enormous human costs, the overwhelming majority of white Americans saw western expansion as an opportunity. To them, access to western land offered the promise of independence and prosperity to anyone willing to meet the hardships of frontier life.
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        On December 5, 1848, President James K. Polk transmitted his annual message to Congress. He used this map as an exhibit to illustrate his desired plan for the land acquired through the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that ended the Mexican-American War earlier in the year. The land included the present-day states of California, Nevada, and Utah, as well as parts of Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and Wyoming. The map shows the latitude of 36°30' established in the Missouri Compromise of 1820: Slavery was prohibited in the Louisiana Territory in areas north of this latitude, and Polk advocated extending the prohibition to the Pacific Ocean to cover the newly acquired acreage. The table on the left-hand side describes the territories and their boundaries and lists the square mileage of land that fell north and that fell south of 36°30'. The table on the right-hand side tallies the total square mileage of free states (454,340 square miles) and slave states in the Union (610,798 square miles). The Compromise of 1850, actually a series of different bills, resolved the status of the new territory and diffused sectional tension over slavery for a time.

        

        -- National Archives and Records Administration

        

      

      According to University of Wisconsin History professor Frederick Jackson Turner, it was the frontier that shaped American institutions, society, and culture. The experience of the frontier, the westward march of pioneers from the Atlantic to the Pacific Coast, distinguishes Americans from Europeans, and gives the American nation its exceptional character.

      Many painters and writers cited the American West as their inspiration. The West began to symbolize the American identity: rough and rugged individualism willing to face new challenges. Mark Twain is credited with deliberately manipulating contemporary conceptions of the American West by creating and then modifying a public image that eventually won worldwide fame. He established the central role of the western region in the development of a persona that helped redefine American manhood.

      So when did it become the Wild West?

      The 1860s through the 1890s gave birth to the period known as the Wild West and laid a foundation to its ensuing mythology. It was an era of cowboys, Indians, pioneers, outlaws, and gunslingers brought together by the purposes of expansion, defense, greed, and reinvention.

      The Wild West was so named for the lawlessness of the untamed territories west of the Mississippi River from 1865-1895. While the Old West was famous for cowboys, native Indians, trailblazers, pioneers, and prospectors, the Wild West was infamous for the outlaws, gangs and gunfighters such as Wyatt Earp, "Wild Bill" Hickok, "Billy the Kid", Butch Cassidy, the Sundance Kid, Frank and Jesse James, and the Clanton gang. The most notorious event was the gunfight at the O.K. Corral in Tombstone, Arizona.

      Contributing to the international intrigue and mystic of the lands west of the Appalachians were the outright wars fought to control the territories and their vast natural resources/wealth. The War of 1812 (which really started in 1810 in Florida with Tecumseh before moving west and lasting until 1815); the Texas Revolution with its infamous Battle of the Alamo in 1835, followed by the Battle of San Jacinto in 1836; the Mexican-American War from 1846-1848; and the Utah War of 1857-1858 are the better known wars that are still mentioned in U.S. history classes. Lesser known turf wars were included in the Sheep War from 1870-1900 between the sheepherders and the cattlemen that were fought over grazing rights (and between homesteaders and cattle barons). The longest and fiercest of all of the wars across the frontier were the almost continuous wars between the United States government and the various Native American tribes, which lasted until 1924. The government was determined to own all of the land from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific Ocean.

      Around 1893 as she embraced the panoramic view from the top of Pikes Peak (Colorado), English professor Katherine Lee Bates penned the poem America: A Poem for July 4th.
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        O great for halcyon skies,

        For amber waves of grain,

        For purple mountain majesties

        Above the enameled plain!

        America! America!

        God shed His grace on thee,

        Till souls wax fair as earth and air

        And music-hearted sea!

      

        

      
        O great for pilgrim feet

        Whose stern, impassioned stress

        A thoroughfare for freedom beat

        Across the wilderness!

        America! America!

        God shed His grace on thee

        Till paths be wrought through wilds of thought

        By pilgrim foot and knee!

      

        

      
        O great for glory-tale

        Of liberating strife,

        When once or twice, for man's avail,

        Men lavished precious life!

        America! America!

        God shed His grace on thee

        Till selfish gain no longer stain,

        The banner of the free!

      

        

      
        O great for patriot dream

        That sees beyond the years

        Thine alabaster cities gleam

        Undimmed by human tears!

        America! America!

        God shed His grace on thee

        Till nobler men keep once again

        Thy whiter jubilee!

      

        

      

      Though modified twice to the words we now sing in our patriotic song, America the Beautiful, Bates’ original poem captured the awe-inspiring beauty and majesty of the Frontier, the Old West, and the Wild West. The lure that captivated all who fought for, journeyed across, and created the renowned Great American West continues to this day.

      
        
        — Elizabeth Hubbard
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      America’s westward expansion, justified in the minds of many by the concept of Manifest Destiny, was an epic movement. Conquering and settling the West was especially challenging because of the arid climate, the formidable mountain ranges, and the resistance of the Indians who were there first. It is an incredible story of hardship, courage, and inventiveness. The overall accomplishments of those who settled the West should make us proud as we reflect on their achievements against overwhelming odds. And when we view them as people with desires, determination, and feelings, rather than just as impersonal names, their accomplishments become our heritage and our enjoyment as we learn about them.

      This book is not an attempt to tell the complete story of the American West. That is the historians’ job. Rather, this book is an attempt to capture the flavor and essence of those times.

      This book is both a serious work and a light-hearted work.

      This is a light-hearted book in the sense that it is a collection of short vignettes depicting the humor and drama of people, places, and events in the settlement of the great American West. The stories are true, and they provide lively and interesting reading. Because the stories are also short, this book could be described as a “bedroom book” or a “bathroom book.”

      This is also a serious book in the sense that it attempts to portray the human-interest aspects of life on the frontier. From these stories, the reader should gain an added appreciation for the adventure, laughter, and challenges of those times. The stories are organized into meaningful categories, and each category begins with an introduction that places its stories into their correct historical context. Therefore, this book should provide mortar to cement the historian’s bricks into a more meaningful whole.
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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      After completing their conquest of Mexico and its Aztec rulers, the newly arrived Spaniards began to spread southward into Central America and northward into what is now the southwestern portion of the United States. From Texas to California, the Spanish established missions, and they created villages. They engaged in agriculture, and they nurtured vast herds of livestock.

      The Spaniards had a twofold interest in this northern territory: (1) the search for more gold and (2) the Christianizing of the native population. Spanish sponsors and entrepreneurs sent exploring parties to search for expected wealth, and the Church sent its priesthood to tame and convert the Indians. Armed Conquistadors supported both endeavors. Although the hoped-for wealth never materialized in any substantial measure in the north, the subjugation and Christianization of the southwest Indians bore remarkable results. Sometimes with love, but often with ruthlessness, the Fathers imposed their religion upon the Indians. They achieved some noteworthy successes, but for the most part, they succeeded merely in covering the Indian’s internal religion with an outward veneer of Christianity. The Spaniards’ continued efforts of subjugating the Indians eventually brought pockets of revolt, culminating in the great Pueblo Revolt of 1680 in New Mexico.

      When Mexico gained its independence from Spain in 1821, a general withdrawal of Spaniards occurred as their former holdings came under Mexican authority. The departing Spaniards left large numbers of cattle and horses in Texas, and although left to themselves, this livestock thrived and multiplied. It was the expectation of free livestock as well as free fertile land that lured so many Americans to fill the void left by the Spanish in Texas.

      Under its assumed doctrine of Manifest Destiny, the United States was not to be denied possessing the lands lying between its early western borders and the Pacific Ocean. Texas declared its independence from Mexico following Sam Houston’s victory over General Santa Anna at San Jacinto in 1836. The war between the United States and Mexico, which began in 1846 and terminated with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848, transferred most of California and the Territory of New Mexico from Mexico to the United States. In 1854, when Mexican President Santa Anna sold 19,000,000 acres of land in southern New Mexico and southern Arizona to the United States in a transaction known as the Gadsen Purchase, the border between the two nations finally became permanently fixed.

      Although American authority replaced Mexican authority in these ceded lands, the Hispanic culture remained. Much of the Mexican population remained in their towns and villages. Family land grants dating from the Spanish period remained in force, although severely challenged and usurped in some cases because of lack of legal documentation.

      As Americans poured into these areas, the remaining Hispanics clung to their language, religion, and social customs. In many cases, the mixing of Anglo and Hispanic cultures produced a charming and romantic era as the Americans learned to enjoy the more carefree and relaxed lifestyle of the Hispanics.

      It wasn’t all peace and harmony, however. Although the border was now fixed, both sides perpetrated occasional illegal incursions into the other side’s territory. The most noteworthy of these incursions occurred in 1916 when the Mexican revolutionary, Pancho Villa, led his army across the border to plunder Columbus, New Mexico, in retaliation for his recent defeat by a Mexican federal army that the United States had aided.

      The stories that follow are intended to present human interest glimpses into these Spanish and Mexican periods. The stories tell of a variety of situations that typify the adventures, drama, and humor of those times.
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            THE FIRST THANKSGIVING?

          

          ~ EL PASO, TX ~
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      The Pilgrims arrived at Plymouth Colony is 1620, and after a nearly disastrous winter, they planted and reaped a bounteous harvest the following year. As a gesture to their God in thanking Him for their deliverance from near starvation, and to solidify their friendly relationship with the neighboring Indians, Governor William Bradford appointed a day in the autumn of 1621 as a day of “feasting and thanksgiving.” This feast has become known to later generations as America’s first Thanksgiving. But far away from Massachusetts, and long before the year 1621, another Thanksgiving was celebrated on what is now American soil.

      In January 1598, Don Juan de Onate, a wealthy mine owner from Zacatecas, Mexico, set out from southern Chihuahua with 500 settlers, including ten Franciscan priests and several lay brothers, to colonize the province of New Mexico. The group consisted of Spaniards, Mexican Indians, and a few Africans. After traveling three months across hot, parched, and desolate lands, the group arrived at a spot on the Rio Grande River where they could pass over to the other side. Onate gave the name of EI Paso del Rio del Norte (the Pass of the River of the North) to the area, and the city of El Paso was later established at that spot.

      After crossing the river, the tired settlers paused for a few days at a spot now occupied by present-day San Elizario, about 15 miles southeast of EI Paso, where they refreshed themselves and gave thanks to their God. In their celebration, held on April 30, 1598 (23 years before the Pilgrims), they expressed their thanks with a solemn Mass followed by a sumptuous feast.

      After several days of rest and revitalization, Onate and his party moved onward into New Mexico. Anglo settlement of the El Paso area was yet to come. But with regard to the Thanksgiving observance, modern-day Texans who like to brag about their state can claim another “first.”
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            KNOTTED CORDS COORDINATED THE PUEBLO REVOLT OF 1680

          

          ~ SANTA FE, NM ~
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      In 1680, the Pueblo Indians revolted and drove the Spanish out of central New Mexico and back into Mexico. Considering that Pizarro subdued the entire Inca empire with a relatively small force and Cortes did the same with the Aztecs, it seems strange that the inhabitants of a handful of squalid Pueblo villages could accomplish such a feat against the heavily armed Spanish conquistadors and missionaries.

      The Pueblos were not a united people. They were divided into three different linguistic groups, and their villages were independent entities with frequent squabbling among them. But they had one thing in common—they hated the Spanish.

      Both the conquistadors and missionaries were guilty of brutality and enslavement of the Indians. The Pueblos were especially resentful of the Spaniard’s thrusting their religion on them. This white man’s religion became essentially a veneer that the majority of Pueblos adopted outwardly but which did not replace their tribal traditions and beliefs. As their resentment of their Spanish overlords increased over the years, it became clear that a rebellion was likely.

      So how was the uprising accomplished among such a downtrodden and loosely related people? It was done through organization. Most historians give credit to a Pueblo Indian named Po’pay for providing that organization. Rising to the occasion in 1680, Po’pay led the Pueblos, along with the Zunis and Hopis to the west, in throwing off their Spanish shackles.

      In 1675, Po’pay had been arrested, along with 46 others, and accused of practicing witchery and sorcery. Three were hanged, and the rest were physically punished and then released. Publicly humiliated, Po’pay became determined to rid the area of the hated Spanish.

      In 1680, Po’pay began meeting with the elders of the various Pueblo villages, and they set the date of August 13 as the day when they would simultaneously rise up and overthrow their Spanish masters. The whole scheme had to be kept very secret. Po’pay even had his son-in-law killed to thwart a suspected leak.

      Po’pay introduced the notion of knotted cords, which runners took to the various Pueblo villages. Each day, a knot would be untied, and when the last knot was undone, the uprising would occur. Thus, despite language differences and communication problems caused by distances, a secret and well-coordinated plan was in place. The last of the knots would be untied on August 13.

      There were information leaks, however, so Po’pay changed the date to August 11. Even though word got to the Spanish authorities in Santa Fe that the attack was coming, they were expecting the revolt to occur on August 13 as originally planned. Another advantage for the Pueblos was that the Spanish were incredulous that the Indians could mount any effective threat.

      One small Pueblo village jumped the gun, and on August 10, they murdered Father Juan Pio, who had ridden there from Santa Fe to say Mass for the inhabitants. Then on August 11, as the knots indicated, the Indians in village after village turned on their Spanish masters and began slaughtering them. Those who escaped made their way to Santa Fe seeking protection from Governor Antonio de Otermin. But as the slaughter continued, the Spanish en masse retreated out of New Mexico to the EI Paso area. A month later, Otermin led 150 soldiers and more than 100 Indian allies back to Santa Fe, but they were once again defeated and driven back to Mexico. Twelve years later, the Spanish did return to New Mexico, where they stayed until early in the 19th century, but they never managed to assimilate the Pueblos into the Spanish culture. In 1980, the tricentennial of the uprising, Pueblo Indians throughout New Mexico held festivals commemorating the rebellion. With fairs, dances, and feasts, they proudly remembered their successful rebellion, and runners with knotted cords ceremoniously traversed the roads from village to village.

      When asked what they had accomplished three hundred years ago, Herman Agoyo, an administrator in the All Indian Pueblo Council Tricentennial, replied, “Because of the Pueblo revolt, we survived. We preserved our culture.”

      Then Agoyo added, “If it hadn’t been for the rebellion, we would all be like them.”
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            THE MIRACLE OF SAN MIGUEL

          

          ~ SOCORRO, TX ~
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      They say that God sometimes works in mysterious ways. This was certainly true in the minds of the villagers of Socorro, Texas, who witnessed what they considered to be a miracle back in 1845.

      Socorro, a sleepy Mexican settlement 18 miles southeast of present-day EI Paso, was settled in 1680 by Spanish refugees and Piros Indians fleeing from the Pueblo Revolt in New Mexico. The settlers gave the new community the same name as the New Mexico community from which they had come. Under the leadership of Governor Don Antonio de Otermin and Father Francisco de Ayeta, the residents founded a mission, and in 1691 they built a permanent adobe church which they dedicated to Nuestra Senora de la Limpia Concepcion de los Piros del Socorro (Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception of the Piros of Socorro). In 1829, a flood destroyed the church, but they rebuilt it, completing the task in 1840.

      The “miracle” occurred in 1845, when an oxcart carrying a statue of San Miguel (St. Michael) entered Socorro bound from Mexico City to Santa Fe. There had been recent heavy rains in the area, and the streets of Socorro were quagmires of mud. The wheels of the cart sank into the mud, and it was stuck. Although oxen were tugging in front and Indians were pushing in back, the cart refused to move. Despite the best efforts of animals and people, the cart was hopelessly stuck. To the villagers, this was a sign from God that He wanted the statue to stay in Socorro to serve as a special blessing to the mission there. They uncrated the statue and carried it to the local mission. Thus San Miguel became the unofficial patron saint of Socorro, Texas, one of the oldest continuously occupied settlements in the Southwest. Visitors to the Mission church (now known as Socorro Mission la Purisima) can see the statue prominently located to the left of the altar.

      An interesting sidelight about Socorro is that it was originally located to the south of the Rio Grande, but during the flood of 1829, the river changed its course, and Socorro is now north of the river. When the Rio Grande became the official dividing line between Texas and Mexico, the residents of Socorro found themselves to be new citizens of the United States rather than of Mexico.
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            A SUPREME ACT OF CHARITY

          

          ~ ESTANCIA PLAINS, NM ~
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      What happens when two governments bestow land grants to the same piece of property to two different families? It can lead to problems, as it did in the case of the Estancia Plains southeast of Albuquerque, New Mexico.

      In 1811 the Spanish Alcalde, acting for the Governor of New Mexico and the King of Spain, granted the Estancia Plains to Bartolomé Baca. Believing they had legal title to the land, the Bacas later sold it to the prominent and highly respected Otero family. In 1845, Governor Manuel Armijo of New Mexico granted 300,000 acres of land that happened to be in the middle of the Baca Grant to Antonio Sandoval. Sandoval deeded the land to his nephew, and it was eventually sold to Joel P. Whitney, a Boston millionaire.

      As initial possessors of the land, the Oteros established a ranch, and all was well until August 1883, when the ranch foreman sent a scribbled note to Don Manuel Otero saying, “They have run me off. Come!”

      Rushing to the ranch, Don Manuel found that Joel’s son, James Whitney, along with seven men, had taken possession of the ranch house. “This is my house,” Otero said to Whitney. “By what authority are you here?”

      “I’ve got a writ of possession from up at Antelope Springs,” Whitney responded.

      “I’ll not leave until I see your authority.”

      The impetuous Whitney then whipped out his pistol. “This is my authority.”

      Both men shot at the same time. Whitney fell, wounded in the jaw, and Otero stumbled out the door with blood spurting from his neck. Additional shots were fired by others in the room until Dr. Henriquez, who had accompanied Otero to the ranch, took charge, stopping further hostilities and administering first aid to both Whitney and Otero. James Whitney eventually recovered from his wound, but Manuel Otero died shortly after the shooting.

      Public opinion was very much against the Whitneys in the affair, and while James Whitney lay in St. Vincent’s hospital in Santa Fe, officials served him with a warrant for murder. It was here at the hospital that a singular act of mercy and charity occurred.

      Sister Blandina Segale, director of nursing at the hospital, knew of the circumstances of the shooting, and she was well acquainted with certain members of Manuel Otero’s family. Calling one of the nurses, Sister Maria Teresa, into her office, Segale asked if Sister Maria was ready to make an unusual sacrifice.

      “Yes, I am ready,” Sister Maria responded. It would be difficult, but she had to do it. Going to Whitney’s bedside, Sister Maria looked down upon the wounded man. She hesitated momentarily, and then summoned her resolve so she could speak from the heart.

      “I forgive you as 1 hope to be forgiven,” she said to James Whitney. “I am Manuel Otero’s sister.”

      Sister Maria’s charity came just in time. That night, members of Whitney’s family sneaked him out of the hospital. He was later apprehended, brought to trial, and allowed to leave New Mexico for California. And in the end, neither family was able to obtain clear title to the disputed land grant.

      New Mexico had become a territory of the United States in 1850, and the question of the conflicting Estancia grants was finally decided in U.S. courts. Because Mexico had established its independence from Spain in 1811 and Mexican record keeping at that time was quite incomplete, no legal foundation could be verified for either of the two grants. Consequently, ownership was denied to both parties, and in 1898 the U.S. Supreme Court placed the disputed land into the public domain.

      Both parties had shot at one another on that fateful day for nothing.
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            THE LADY IN BLUE

          

          ~ SANTA FE, NM ~
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      About the year 1629, Fray Alonso de Benavides responded to a request from the Jumano Indian tribe of New Mexico to send missionaries to teach and baptize the tribal members. The Indians, who had come to Benavides at the Ysleta Mission, explained that their request stemmed from visits by a lady in blue who had taught them in their own language and who had instructed them to seek baptism from the Spanish Fathers. Benavides, the most famous of the Franciscan friars in New Mexico, was quite touched by the Indians’ tale.

      Benavides was especially intrigued when this visiting group of Jumanos commented about a picture of the Mother Luisa de Carrion on display at the mission. They said that the lady in blue looked just like the lady in the picture, except that the lady who had visited them was young and very pretty. Indians from other tribes, upon visiting Benavides and looking at the picture of Mother Luisa, made similar observations.

      The legend of the lady in blue is in the lore of many Indian tribes throughout the Southwest, especially in New Mexico and Texas. In a letter from Fray Damian Manzanet to Don Carlos de Siguenza, Manzanet reported the following from a visit to a group of Tejas Indians in Texas.
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        While we were at the Tejas Hasinai village, after we had distributed clothing to the Indians and to the governor of the Tejas, that governor asked me for a piece of blue baize in which to bury his mother when she died; I told him that white cloth would be more suitable, and he answered that he did not want any other color than blue. I then asked him what mysterious reason he had for preferring the blue color, and in reply he said they were very fond of that color, particularly for burial clothes, because in times past they had been visited frequently by a beautiful woman, who used to come down from the hills, dressed in blue garments, and that they wished to do as that woman had done.

        

      

      The governor acknowledged that he had never seen this lady, described as young and beautiful, but his mother and others had seen her. As a result of these visits, he and his people had an understanding of one true God, born of the Holy Virgin, and now in Heaven.

      While the Spanish in this hemisphere were learning about the lady in blue, Spaniards in Spain were also learning about her. At the age of 15, Sor Maria de Jesus de Agreda was placed by her mother in a Franciscan convent in the small town of Agreda. Vowing to follow in the footsteps of the canonized Saint Teresa of Avila, Sor Maria began reporting miraculous visions to her confessor. These visions included trances in which Sor Maria was transported by angels to New Mexico where she preached to the Indians in their own language. In relating these visions, Sor Maria was very detailed and specific regarding geography and people. She claimed to have visited Gran Quivera in New Mexico several times, and she named other villages and missions in that area. She also claimed to have been present when Benavides baptized Indians at the Piro pueblos.

      By 1627, Maria’s claims of visions and transportings had become common knowledge throughout Spain. The story also made its way to the New World during that year. Many historians believe, however, that Benavides did not hear of these things until 1629. In 1631, Benavides made a trip to Spain seeking funds for expanded missionary work, and as part of that trip he spent two weeks with Sor Maria questioning her and listening as she detailed her experiences. Feeling that she could not possibly have known of some of the details she related without actually having been present in the New World, Benavides became fully convinced that she had actually done the things she was claiming.

      The foregoing is a factual account of the legend of the lady in blue as far as it is currently understood. Analysis and conclusions are left to the reader. That there was such a legend among many of the Indian tribes in New Mexico and Texas is an indisputable fact.
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            EARLY MEXICAN CULTURE HAD CHARM AND ROMANCE

          

          ~ LOS ANGELES, CA ~
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      Ina Coolbrith, who later became California’s first poet laureate, grew up in Los Angeles in the 1850s. Los Angeles, at that time, was considered to be a sleepy Mexican village with all the charm and romance one might expect in such a culture. The pretty, young American girl became a favorite of the Hispanics living there. It was a romantic setting for Ina, one that she treasured throughout her life. She always loved to reminisce about those early years.

      As a teenager, Ina attended a ball where she had the honor of leading the grand march on the arm of no less than Pío Pico, the former Mexican governor of California. Spying the attractive young Ina, Pico asked if the Muchachita Americana would do him the honor of opening the ball with him.

      “He danced divinely,” she later recalled, “although even then an old man.”

      Another of Ina’s reminiscences adds to the charm of the setting. Ella Sterling Cummins, having heard Ina tell of the experience, reports it as follows:
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        She was standing by the road one day when some Mexican-Californians came riding by, with jingling spurs, and embroidered saddles, and arms full of flowers. “See the pretty little Americana,” called out one of the gallant swarthy race, and as he spoke, he showered his flowers upon her. And thus she was properly christened by the spirit of the old times and dedicated to the service of the New California.

        

      

      In our modem hustle and bustle, are there some qualities of life from earlier times that we would do well to retain?
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            DID THE FLAG OF 1824 FLY OVER THE ALAMO?

          

          ~ SAN ANTONIO, TX ~
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      Although some historians disagree, it is believed by many that the heroic defenders of the Alamo fought under a modified Mexican flag.

      In the first conflicts that eventually led to the fight for independence, the thousands of settlers in Texas simply wanted just treatment and an end of cruel oppression by the Mexican government. This is not to say that thoughts of independence did not exist. But the earlier skirmishes were attempts to obtain the just and fair treatment guaranteed by Mexico.

      The Mexican constitution of 1824 essentially organized Mexico into a republic of self-governing states. Although Texas was denied that political recognition and was attached to Coahuila, the Texas settlers were to have the same rights as the Mexican settlers. In addition, Mexico encouraged immigration and settlement in its outer reaches with the idea that the newcomers would be integrated into the Mexican culture. Immigrants by the thousands flocked into Texas, but it soon became apparent to the Mexicans that the expected integration would not occur. The continued influx of settlers into Texas caused the Mexican government to see this area slipping out from under Mexican control. Taking matters into his own hands, President Santa Anna stripped Texans of their political rights, and he became more and more oppressive and ruthless in dealing with the Texans, as they were then called. The guarantees of the constitution of 1824 were being almost completely ignored.

      Although the majority of the gallant band of 158 Texans who defended the Alamo against some 1,500 Mexican soldiers were fighting with independence in mind, a few were still expressing themselves as Texans who merely wanted their promised rights.

      As a symbol of their campaigns to win a more just treatment, it is believed by some historians that the Texans in the Alamo flew a modified version of the Mexican flag (among other flags) with its green, white, and red vertical stripes. The eagle had been removed from the center white portion of the flag, and the numerals “1824” had been sewn in its place. The flag, which probably pre-dated the battle of the Alamo, was intended to remind the Mexicans that what the Texans really wanted was a restoration of the constitutional guarantees of 1824.

      Did such a flag really fly at the Alamo? The only Texan flag to survive the battle was that of the New Orleans Greys. Although some historians insist that the “1824 flag” never existed at the Alamo, replicas of the flag are on display in the visitors’ center at the Texas State Capitol grounds, at the San Antonio public library, and at Baylor University’s student union building, along with explanatory plaques describing its use at the Alamo. The truth of the matter may never be known.
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