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CHAPTER ONE

MANGAS VALLEY

On the warm days of summer when I was a boy, I would sit with my grandfather on the front porch of our old house and look out past the mailbox and the dirt road to the meadow and the blue-green mountains. My grandfather related striking stories of the heroism and horrors of World War I and how he and my grandmother and their two children, Twauna Katherine and my father, Jerry Winfield, survived the Great Depression in the mountains of western New Mexico. He was the best storyteller I ever heard, and some of the stories I begged to hear again and again.

We would sometimes stay out for the cool evenings or the startling orange sunsets, watching the moon rise over Little Alegres Mountain, the stars in the night sky, and an occasional meteor streaking through the heavens, its fiery trail gone in seconds. There was nothing like the immutable beauty of the nights in the mountains of western New Mexico. The ocean of darkness in the big sky that surrounded the stars had a special appeal. At 7,400 feet, you were close to the heavens. Those who have never seen the night sky from such an elevation have no conception of its splendor.

I will always remember western New Mexico as a land of endless sunshine, glistening sunsets, crowing roosters, howling coyotes, desert flowers, squeaky windmills, vast forests of piñon and ponderosa pines, and the dark-blue tumble of rugged mountains in every direction. For a young boy, it was a good time to be alive. Life was at its best and a thing of great beauty.

Every June, the air grew warmer and in July, billowing cumulus clouds gathered and boiled up over Mangas Mountain. Great thunderheads, tall and dense, blotted out the sun, as jagged lightning bolts lit up the sky. The thunder rumbled and roared in a chorus of reverberating echoes like giant kettledrums, and made a great impression on a small boy. Grandfather said the display indicated the wrath of God—someone had done something really bad and God was angry. Within weeks, the life-giving monsoon rains transformed the dry, baked, and yellowish-brown landscape into a magically green oasis. But the summers were short. With the frosts of September, the hills and meadow were brown and sad looking again and the woodcutters and Native American piñon pickers came bouncing along the dusty road in their rattling old pickup trucks. Every morning in early November, there was a touch of winter in the air. Hunters in bright-red shirts descended on the land like swarms of locusts in search of deer and turkey, and the sound of their rifles echoed through the narrow canyons and across the eroding hills. At night in the chilly weather, you could see their small campfires sparkling in the mountains like fireflies.

With the dark, bleak, cold days of December, snow covered the meadow and the mountains, and wind whipped the snow into drifts. Winter ruled the land. By early spring, the snow melted, but the sharp north wind, ceaseless and relentless, continued to howl through the piñons and across the meadow. The road became muddy and rutted in the raw cold of early spring before drying out in May. In July, the meadow and the hills turned green, and the cycle of life began all over again. This was the world of my youth in the high country of western New Mexico, in the years following World War II, not far from a place called Pie Town.


HOME FROM THE WAR

One of the first things I remember with any certainty is my father coming home from the war. Before sunup on a cold December day in 1945, a couple of weeks before Christmas, my mother, Jo Lee Thompson, left in the predawn hours with her uncle for the long drive to Socorro and up the Rio Grande to Albuquerque, 160 miles to the northeast, to meet my father, who had telegraphed that he was arriving on the train from New York.

For the occasion, my grandmother was cooking an apple pie in the old juniper-burning stove in the kitchen. “Your daddy will be here soon,” she kept saying as she kneaded the dough and glanced out the small window. Through it, you could see down the snowy road that led north through the hills and the piñon and juniper trees in the distance. Retreating with my grandfather to the worn-out couch and the warmth of the big fireplace in the front room, I sensed something special was about to happen. Only the crackling of the piñon logs broke the wintry silence.

Hours later, just as my grandfather was adding another log to the fire, my grandmother rushed into the room, tossing her apron aside and crying out, “They’re here! They’re here! Your daddy is here!” Beneath her rimless glasses was a grand and wonderful smile. Within seconds, there was the undeniable sound of a car approaching on the packed snow in front of the old log house. As my grandfather rushed to open the door, a handsome stranger who I cannot remember ever seeing before, dressed all in green with shiny black shoes like a mirror, a rainbow of ribbons on his chest, and stripes on his sleeve, came bounding into the room. Excited but painfully insecure, as I was for most of my life, I scurried to the safety of my grandfather’s pant legs, only to be grabbed by the stranger and repeatedly tossed into the air. Anxious, I reached to my mother for help, but she just stood there, smiling with tears running down her cheeks.

My father was home from the war, home from the dragon’s teeth of the Siegfried Line at Aachen, the horrific death and suffering of the Hürtgen Forest, the snows and bloodletting in the Battle of the Bulge, the race across the Ludendorff railroad bridge on the Rhine River at Remagen, nightmarish memories of the Buchenwald concentration camp, and the bombed-out rubble of what had once been the magnificent city of Berlin. He was one of twelve million Americans who had answered the call to arms.

A few months before my father came home, an event in the New Mexico desert, 135 miles southeast of where we lived near Pie Town, cast a long and dark shadow over the country, the world, and my young life. In the predawn hours of July 16, 1945, at precisely 5:29 a.m., at a remote site on the north end of the Jornada del Muerto, the highly classified Manhattan Project reached a fiery climax. After three years of top-secret planning at the nerve center of Los Alamos on the Pajarito Plateau in the Jemez Mountains, and after monsoon delays, the world’s first atomic bomb rose into the heavens.

The war was still an ocean away and I slept soundly through the epic event, but my mother was awakened by the windows in the house rattling. Mystified by what the family thought was a rare earthquake, my grandfather drove into Pie Town the next day, where he read in an Albuquerque newspaper that an army dump near Alamogordo had exploded.

On August 6, 1945, as the bloody war in the Pacific entered its fourth and final year, the secrets of the Manhattan Project were revealed to the world when an atomic bomb was dropped on the Japanese city of Hiroshima, killing an estimated eighty thousand people. Never had humankind witnessed such complete and instant devastation. Three days later, another nuclear bomb was dropped, on Nagasaki, with equally horrific destructiveness: seventy thousand people perished. Just forty-nine months later, the Soviets detonated an almost identical device in Central Asia, and the nuclear arms race and the Cold War were underway. My young life would never be the same again.


[image: Images]
My father was on leave from Fort Riley, Kansas, when this photo was taken shortly before he marched off to war. Courtesy of the author.
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My father outside Berlin at the conclusion of World War II. Courtesy of the author.
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Jerry Winfield Thompson Sr. rose to the rank of first sergeant in the Thirty-Sixth Infantry Division, the famous T-Patchers, during World War I. Courtesy of the author.





ON THE MIGRANT TRAIL

During the early years of the Great Depression, the Thompson family—my grandparents, Winfield and Quata, and their two young children—lived on the windswept, sunbaked plains of West Texas. My six-foot-two grandfather, the oldest of six boys in the Thompson family, was born in Alabama in 1892, and could remember crossing the Mississippi River in a wagon on a ferry. Sometime before World War I, the family settled in Hico in Hamilton County, central Texas, and it was there that my grandfather was inducted into the army during World War I—the Great War, the War to End All Wars. He served in the Thirty-Sixth Infantry Division, known as the T-Patchers, in General John J. “Black Jack” Pershing’s American Expeditionary Forces (AEF). He had been one of five young men who reported to the Hamilton County Courthouse for a physical. Two of the recruits were rejected because of flat feet, and he remembered their sitting on the courthouse steps, crying because they could not go off to war.

Serving during the Meuse-Argonne offensive on the Western Front in the fall of 1918, my grandfather rose to the rank of first sergeant. The fighting in the Meuse-Argonne was the deadliest battle in American history, as the AEF slugged across heavily fortified rough, hilly terrain for forty-seven bloody days. But the American sacrifices helped break the back of the German army.

In many ways, I think the war helped to shape my grandfather as a man. By amazing coincidence, his birthday was November 11, and it was on the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month that the guns fell silent on the Western Front and men came out of the trenches like celebratory rats. After four bloody years, millions of deaths, and suffering beyond imagination, the world caught its breath and the fountains and lights came on all over Europe again.

Back in Texas after the war, my grandfather fell in love with Quata Veta Deisher, and the two were married in Hico in June 1919. At the same time, Winfield went to work for a well-to-do uncle, A. B. Barrow, who owned a chain of furniture stores and funeral homes across West Texas. At one time or another, Winfield managed stores in Hico, Stephenville, Dublin, Eastland, Odessa, Lamesa, and Rotan, where my father was born in April 1920. Twauna followed a year later in Breckenridge.

When the Depression engulfed the nation in 1929, Barrow began losing money and he closed many of his stores. People were having a hard time buying food, much less furniture. As great black blizzards tore across the Panhandle and the South Plains, sweeping the topsoil away, conditions in West Texas grew particularly grim. Many farmers fled the stingy soil and began migrating west. My grandfather was managing the store in Odessa at the time, which Barrow managed to hang on to until 1931, ultimately closing that store too. Although he lost much of his savings when the banks collapsed, Winfield had scraped together enough money to purchase either a 160-acre chicken farm outside Odessa, where they could try to survive by selling eggs and chickens, or a car. With the car, they could take off for California, as thousands of distraught dirt farmers fleeing the Dust Bowl were doing.



WEST WITH THE OKIES

It was a dark moment in American history. A nation fought for its very existence as dreams became dust in an economic meltdown that left twelve million people unable to find work. After weeks of painful contemplation, with anarchy and violence threatening the country, Winfield bought a 1930 four-door Chevrolet sedan and the family began packing. They first drove nearly 250 miles east to say goodbye to Lucy and Bud Deisher, my great-grandparents, who were trying to eke out a living in Stephenville.

The Thompsons left Stephenville in October 1931, pulling a four-wheel trailer piled with their furniture and everything else they owned—including windows for the cabin my grandfather planned to construct. Canned goods were neatly packed in cardboard boxes, and there were chickens in a coop tied to the top of the car. In the late evenings, when the family camped by the roadside, the chickens would hop down, peck around for something to eat, and climb back into their cage. They even managed to lay a few eggs.

As did so many of the Okies fighting for survival, the Thompson family scurried west like bugs, as Steinbeck wrote in The Grapes of Wrath. They joined a great flood of the hungry and homeless, one of the largest such migrations in American history. Early every morning, the dispossessed and desperate arose to try to make their way to what they perceived to be the promised land of California.

The Thompsons slowly pushed across the vast and barren expanses of West Texas and eastern New Mexico, and up the Pecos River to Roswell. Here the family turned west into the mountains toward the Rio Grande. The trip took five long, grueling days. All the roads, still muddy from the late-summer monsoon rains, were dirt at the time, except for a small stretch of asphalt between Socorro and Magdalena. Pulling the heavy trailer, the car frequently overheated. Progress was slow. “I wonder how we ever made it,” my father, who was eleven at the time, remembered decades later.

The second night out, the family camped by the roadside on the high divide at the north end of the Sacramento Mountains, between Lincoln and Carrizozo, near the small mountain community of Nogal. It was Saturday night and people from all around had gathered at a local dance hall. Illegal alcohol flowed freely, and in the early morning hours, an argument turned violent as one drunk shot and killed another drunk.

On the verdant Rio Grande, a ribbon of life-giving water that dissects the state from north to south, at the old town of Socorro, Winfield headed the Chevrolet west past the cottonwood-shaded plaza and along the railroad tracks into the Magdalena Mountains. This was the Ocean-to-Ocean Highway, US Route 60, one of the great migrant routes to the West. It had opened in 1917 as the first numbered route across the country, running all the way from Norfolk, Virginia, to Los Angeles, California.

Climbing up and up into the high-desert country, the family paused at Water Canyon Lodge to refill the radiator in the Chevrolet before pushing on around the north flank of the Magdalena Mountains to the bustling railhead and trading center of the same name. From Magdalena, the dusty gravel road continued west through small juniper-crowned hills and across a vast, moonlike tract from the Pleistocene age that had become a rolling sea of grass—the Plains of San Agustin. In the distance in every direction were dim, dark-blue, wondrous mountains. The third night out, the family camped by the roadside in a grove of tall ponderosa pines in picturesque White House Canyon, just east of Pie Town. Nearby was another poor family, much like Steinbeck’s California-bound Joads, making their way west.



HOMESTEADING

Across the Continental Divide, past Pie Town, just short of the bleak hamlet of Sweazieville, or what some called Omega, my grandfather turned the Chevrolet away from California and headed south. He wended down a winding dirt road, past squeaky windmills and vast vistas, toward the Mangas Mountains, eighteen miles in the distance. The summer rains had been plentiful and the grama grass was as high as the belly of a horse. Large herds of white-rumped pronghorn raced about on the open plains, and prairie dogs stood on their hind feet atop their small burrows and barked at the intruders.


[image: Images]
The Thompson homestead in Martin Canyon in the foothills of the Mangas Mountains. The land was later sold and the ponderosa pines clear-cut. Courtesy of the author.



In the rocky foothills of the mountains, past the old adobe village of Mangas, on the rough southern edge of the Colorado Plateau, my grandfather purchased 120 acres in the confines of Martin Canyon. The property was on the edge of the Apache National Forest, near the hardscrabble homesteader hamlet of Pipe Springs, about eighteen miles southwest of Pie Town.

Pipe Springs was three miles southwest of Big Alegres Mountain, which towered over the landscape as the highest mountain in the northern part of Catron County. The property was a mile west of Little Alegres, a high volcanic ridge, almost identical to the larger mountain, but smaller and running north–south instead of east–west. More than a hundred homesteaders had filed claims near the two mountains.

Agnes Morley Cleaveland, daughter of rancher Ray Morley and the best writer Catron County would every produce, watched the homesteaders pass by her family ranch near Datil: “They came in family groups, in any sort of conveyance that would roll, their household furnishings piled high and the overflow—washtubs, baby buggies, chicken coops—wired to any anchorage that would hold. In trucks, in automobiles, dragging heavy trailers, the rare exception in horse-drawn wagons, they came, and with them a new order.” Their “clearings may be seen with the stumps of the pinyons still showing, or the dust of their plowed fields, blowing across the face of the sky.” In many instances, Cleaveland struggled to disguise her disdain for this “new order.”

Instead of California, the Thompson family wound up in the mountains in western New Mexico, simply because my grandfather had heard a rumor that there was cheap land near Pie Town, where the family could homestead. Several years later, Winfield returned to Texas to visit two of his brothers and drove by the chicken farm near Odessa he had contemplated buying. Out his window, six pump jacks were pulling crude oil out of the Permian Basin.


[image: Images]
Jerry Winfield Thompson Jr., Twauna Katherine Thompson, and Jerry Winfield Thompson Sr. at the Thompson homestead in the winter of 1932–1933. Courtesy of the author.





PIPE SPRINGS

On the property in Martin Canyon, there was a small, two-room log cabin with a split-log and dirt roof. In the Catron County News for October 8, 1931, it was noted that “Mr. Thompson and family moved into the G. W. LeCroy house Wednesday. The two children entered school here Thursday morning.”

Oklahoman and Texan neighbors helped the family replace the windows in the makeshift cabin and Winfield began hauling rocks for a fireplace since it was growing cold in the mountains. In early January 1932, the family was pleasantly surprised, the county newspaper announced, when several neighbors arrived with food for a social gathering.

My grandmother joined twelve other women in what they called the Ladies’ Club that met weekly for a quilting bee. In some communities of Okies, there was a distinction between those who filed or “proved up” on their property through hard work, and those like my grandfather who bought relinquishments or finished what others had started. But at Pipe Springs, there seemed to be little difference. All the homesteaders had one thing in common—they were dirt poor, desperate, and struggling just to put food on the table.

The Thompsons had brought and hoarded enough supplies to get through the first winter, but times were tough. During a break of good weather in March 1933, there was a “logrolling” at the Thompson cabin and eleven neighbors arrived to help with the construction of a new cabin. The homesteaders, almost all of them from West Texas and Oklahoma, came from a land of dust and bank foreclosures and ruined farms, and they were all willing to assist one another. In a land shaped by rugged individualism, communitarianism ruled the day. In fact, the family was astounded by the degree of cooperation at Pipe Springs and the willingness of neighbors to assist one another. A belief that this was one’s moral duty seemed contagious.

The spirit of camaraderie at Pipe Springs and nearby Pie Town prevailed for more than a decade. Every family seemed to know the joys and pains of the other families, and they unified in times of crisis. They mended fences together, looked after their neighbors’ children, and gathered for funerals, birthdays, church services, and Saturday-night dances. At the same time, the newcomers were in many ways as self-reliant as if they were living a Thoreauvian dream.

The quaint log cabin in the grove of ponderosa pines in Martin Canyon was a world from the comfortable home the family had enjoyed back in Odessa. Eking out a living from the land was backbreakingly difficult. It was radically different from selling furniture. But the family adjusted.

No sooner was the original cabin complete in the late fall of 1931 than the snows came. The long, cold winter that followed proved to be one of the worst in a decade. The temperature dropped to well below zero, the Chevrolet would not start, and everything froze solid. Well into January 1932, the storms continued; the snow piled higher and higher. Although the snow finally melted in the spring, my father would never forget that particularly brutal winter, of being forced to sleep in the car for weeks at a time, wrapped in blankets to escape the leaking dirt roof of the old cabin and the mountain cold.

As the local newspaper had observed, less than a week after the Thompson family arrived, eleven-year-old Jerry and ten-year-old Twauna enrolled in Pipe Springs Elementary School, a crude, one-room log cabin the homesteaders had built on the flats at the mouth of Martin Canyon, a little over a mile northwest of where the family huddled. Here a rutted road led to Mangas and another wound north around Big Alegres to Pie Town. A third road, the community’s lifeline to the outside world, twisted east across the Continental Divide and beneath the jagged north face of Little Alegres to the crossroads ranching village of Datil.

Considering the era in which it was built, the school was more than welcome. For winter warmth, families took turns carrying wood for a large cast-iron potbelly stove in the back of the school. Children sat on split-log chairs before split-log desks. Vera Jeanette Laidlaw, who my father thought an absolute saint, taught all eight grades. Often in the winter, Jerry and Twauna waded through waist-deep snow for more than a mile to get to the school. Other children walked or rode horses or mules from as far away as five miles. Winfield constructed a small, V-shaped snowplow pulled by two mules that he used to forge a path to the school. Lunch was carried in a half-gallon syrup bucket with holes poked in the top for ventilation.

For many years, long after the school had disappeared, a sturdy log privy stood by the roadside. Every time my family drove by the small structure, Winfield would coax him to reveal how he had once been in trouble there. I could not imagine how an old outhouse could get someone in trouble, but my grandfather kept teasing my father, who remained silent, and the conversation always drifted off to another subject. About the fourth or fifth time my grandfather mentioned the outhouse, my father, a bit irritated, relented.

As it turns out, he and another student, the preacher’s son, Ralph Hollums, had been determined to get even with another student they accused of being a bully, a show-off, and a snitch. One day after school when the student went to use the privy, the two pranksters jammed the door shut, crawled to the roof, and proceeded to urinate on the poor student through the large cracks in the split-log roof, having little pity for his cries for help as he scurried from one side of the privy to the other. The deed gained my father and Hollums a paddling. Learning of the dastardly deed, which was deemed beneath any good Christian boy, my grandfather and grandmother hurried to apologize to the parents of the aggrieved student and to Vera Laidlaw, with promises that their son would never do anything so disgusting again.



A HOMESTEADING LIFE

The family had not envisioned anything like the harsh winters in the mountains of western New Mexico. One winter, the temperature dropped to forty degrees below zero and many small animals, especially pigs and calves, froze to death. Had it not been for by grandfather’s monthly $12.50 pension for his service in World War I, the family might not have survived. All the homesteaders were poor. Everyone was having a hard time, often just focused on staying alive. “We were dirt poor but didn’t know it,” a young homesteader, Doris Caudill, remembered years later. “Come on out. This is a poor man’s country,” another homesteader wrote to a niece back in Texas, “[but] you can get started here.”

A year after arriving, Winfield bought a milk cow and built a small shed for the cow. He acquired two mules and built a chicken house out of logs. For the first time, the family had fresh milk and eggs. He also purchased a couple of hogs and built a pigpen. In the late spring, Quata planted a garden, and Winfield used his span of mules to clear several acres in the bottom of the canyon, where the family planted pinto beans and corn. The narrow canyon was littered with boulders, and they spent as much time clearing and hauling rocks as they did plowing and planting.

There was a small spring in the bottom of the canyon near the cabin, but in the summer, the seepage dried up and the family was forced to haul water in barrels in a wagon from Pipe Springs, three miles away. Electricity and indoor plumbing were only a dream. Clothes were washed on a rubboard. Travel was on foot or by horseback, except in times of an emergency, when the ill or injured were rushed off by car to the doctor in Quemado or Magdalena.

The harsh winters and difficult travel caused most families to stock up on supplies, including flour and sugar in one-hundred-pound sacks and coffee and lard in giant cans. For many of the homesteaders, the trek to Magdalena in late fall to purchase groceries and supplies became an annual ritual.

There were two preachers at Pipe Springs, Reverend E. H. Bird and Reverend C. W. “Charley” Hollums. Frequently, the “preachins” at the schoolhouse or a private residence would last all day and into the night. In June 1934, a church was built of logs on a small rise near the springs. During the construction, workers paused frequently to sing and pray, and families often enjoyed a sparse lunch together. A few months later, Reverend Hollums brought a piano all the way from Albuquerque.

Dances were held every Saturday night at someone’s cabin, but most of the time at George and Belle Burns’s home, since they were good musicians. Someone would play the fiddle and the guitar, and Mrs. Burns would pound on the piano. My father remembers once piling into the E. Norton family wagon and traveling across the Continental Divide for a dance at the Sayward Gordanier place near Greens Gap, ten miles to the east. Couples danced through the night, and the sleepy Thompson family did not return home until the afternoon of the next day. The great sense of community among the homesteaders led to the establishment of a reliable and resilient social network that became the very heart of the Pipe Springs community.





CHAPTER TWO

THOSE WHO CAME BEFORE

In the early summer of 1934, during one of the worst drought years on record, the Thompsons joined four other Pipe Springs families for a camping excursion. Traveling westward in wagons, they wound up a mountain road across the rimrock to Slaughter Mesa and through the forest to the headwaters of Largo Creek. The campsite was near where the American Valley Cattle Company once had its headquarters and Quemado Lake was constructed decades later. Here families who had come from the dried-out lands of Texas and Oklahoma vacationed at a sparkling mountain spring at the base of a small peak for several days before returning to Pipe Springs. “They all came back terribly impressed with that part of the country,” the Magdalena News remarked.

The family was always amazed at the number of arrowheads near El Caso Spring, and I would go there many times with Winfield and Quata in the years to come. There was no greater joy for a young boy than finding a perfectly shaped obsidian arrowhead. On one excursion, I struggled to the summit of the small peak that overlooked the spring, the peak my family had camped beneath in 1934. A circular ruin of large volcanic rocks stood at the top, evidence that Native Americans had been there centuries earlier. I often wondered what life had been like on the top of that small peak for those who had carried all those rocks to the high point. There was little doubt that whoever had built the structure was fearful of intruders. I would later discover two other identical structures on similar conical peaks near Mangas.


INDIGENOUS PEOPLES

Some of the first inhabitants of the region were the Mimbres, a branch of Mogollon peoples, who migrated up from the south in the tenth and eleventh centuries, along with the Ancestral Puebloans, who moved in from the Colorado Plateau to the north. These First Americans built small, primitive dwellings of adobe and rocks along the area’s creeks and valleys. Their homes were covered with logs and dirt roofs. When I was a child, you could still see the outlines of their tiny rooms clustered together in small villages, always built on the southeastern slopes of the low hills. A severe drought from around 1275 to 1300 drove the inhabitants to abandon their homes and migrate to the Rio Grande Valley. Their villages fell into decay until all that remained were piles of adobe and rocks, yet their arrowheads, grinding stones, and broken pottery continue to litter the landscape. I was always fascinated by the colorful shards.

In the centuries that followed, the Mangas Mountains, the vast grasslands of Slaughter Mesa, and the Gallo Mountains seemed to form a dividing line between the Diné (Navajo), who inhabited the vast expanses of the Zuni Plateau to the north, and the Chiricahua Apache, who roamed the rough, broken Mogollon Rim and the desert uplands to the south.

Violent change came with Spanish colonization in the sixteenth century and for centuries after, and Mexican independence and American conquest in the nineteenth. Vicious raids, often retaliatory, engulfed the regions during Spanish colonization, and Native American slaves were carried off by the hundreds. Later, during the American Civil War, the violence against the Diné and the Apache intensified. Calvary patrols from Fort Craig on the Rio Grande and Fort Wingate near El Malpais to the northeast penetrated the area, burning hogans, razing wickiups, killing livestock, and destroying what little agriculture existed. El Sordo, a local Navajo clan leader who was the brother of Delgadito and Barboncito (head chief of the Navajo), went to Fort Wingate to make peace but the army responded by destroying his camp near Rito Quemado. While scouting through the area, many of the soldiers, most of them Hispanic, took a liking to the vast grasslands, small creeks, and towering mountains.



RITO QUEMADO

One of those soldiers was Pvt. José María Madrid. Madrid had fought in the First New Mexico Cavalry and had been on several expeditions into the area. At the end of the Civil War, the twenty-six-year-old married Antonia Padilla from the village of El Rito Colorado, east of Laguna Pueblo. About 1873, in the midst of a vicious Apache war, he established a little village near the headwaters of a small creek. Rito Quemado, it was said, took its name from the Navajo or Apache having burned the sage and rabbitbrush along the creek. According to the founders of the small community, the name came from an Apache chieftain named El Quemado, who lived in the area for many years and got his name from being very dark skinned. From a large spring that bubbled out of the arid tablelands, the creek wound westward for a mile through bone-dry hills to join Mangas Creek, northeast of Escondido Mountain. The area had long been known as the homeland of a band of Navajo headed by José Largo.

Antonia Padilla’s brother, José Antonio, who had served in the territorial militia during the war and had scouted the area, arrived from Belen with a large herd of sheep and was thought to have started the livestock industry in the area. Another brother, José Francisco Padilla, arrived shortly thereafter with another herd of sheep.

In September 1879, only a few years after the village was established, five men were killed by Apache between Rito Quemado and the Sierra Datil. By 1886, enough herders and cattleman had moved into the area and a post office was established. Although many in the village remained poor, a few prospered. A wealthy merchant, José María Baca, was able to send his son, Damacio Baca, to St. Michael’s College in Santa Fe.

By 1883, the Albuquerque Journal charged that Rito Quemado had become the “rendezvous for a bad gang of outlaws.” The time had come, the newspaper asserted, for the outlaws to be “cleaned out.” There is little doubt as to the lawlessness of the area. When a prospector named Thomas Culligan passed through the small community that same year and made the mistake of showing off his money and a watch, the saloonkeeper, Doc Warner, and a sheepherder followed the man twelve miles east the next day, robbed him, and killed him with an axe. In September 1888, Socorro County sheriff Charles Allen was summoned on a four-day ride to the village after Jesus Baca seriously wounded Desiderio Jaquez in a quarrel over “a woman.” A few years later, in December 1891, Frank Blake made off with five hundred of Manifor Romero’s sheep in broad daylight. A posse pursued Blake but the rustler fought them off. A few days before Christmas in 1893, José Romero, the mail carrier between Rito Quemado and Datil, was killed, his coyote-ravaged body found beside the road by two prospectors. Gun battles were common as late as 1911, when Antonio Marquez seriously wounded Carlos Telles.

Besides its violence, Rito Quemado became notorious for its fraudulent voting. So much confusion existed in the western part of Socorro County that for almost two decades, the area was thought to be part of Valencia County. Newspapers joked that not only did dead people vote in Rito Quemado but so did the sheep. “We do not object to New Mexico sheep voting that have gained a residence, but it is hardly fair to drive them in from Arizona,” the Socorro Sun quipped. In 1882, in the disputed race for territorial delegate to the US House of Representatives between Tranquilino Luna and Francisco Manzanares, there were so many fraudulent votes in the Rito Quemado precinct that several citizens were called into court to testify. Although his name was on the pollbook as having voted, José Francisco Padilla testified he had been in Belen at the time of the election and could not have voted. José María Madrid, Prudencio Padilla, and Antonio Ochoa, all of whom were registered as having voted, had also been in Belen. In fact, several dead people also voted. Although Luna was declared the victor and took his seat in Congress, there were so many fraudulent votes, especially in Valencia County, that the state legislature annulled the results and declared Manzanares the winner.

Only a few years after Rito Quemado was established, seven families, including those of José María Madrid, Pablo Piño, Pedro Baca, Manuel Baca, and Silverio Padilla, moved twelve miles southeast into the more verdant Mangas Valley. In this small valley at the foot of the Mangas Mountains, three rock-and-adobe villages were established. The main village, Mangas, was located on a slight rise on the east bank of Mangas Creek, less than a mile from where I came of age. Here the creek formed an expansive, lush green vega, or meadow, where large herds of cattle and sheep grazed. An impressive adobe Catholic church with a small bell tower was built facing the village and the vega.

By 1883, there were fourteen families living in the valley, more than at Rito Quemado. A post office was created in 1905 and a few years later a school. By this time, the valley had as many as one hundred families and the main village boasted a saloon and a sizeable mercantile house. Most of the families were dependent on the vast herds of sheep that roamed the valley and the nearby hillsides and mesas. At the height of the livestock boom, Mangas was one of the largest voting precincts in Socorro County. Everyone, most of them Republican, voted at the home of José Ygnacio Aragon.

The village of Mangas got its name from the great Chiricahua Apache chief Mangas Coloradas, remembered for his sagacity, diplomacy, and six-foot-six-inch height. He was known to have roamed over the area before soldiers in the California Column took him prisoner during peace talks near Pinos Altos and murdered him at Fort McLane in January 1863. His body was mutilated—his head cut off, his skull boiled in a pot of water and sent east for scholars to examine.

Some names reflected the history of the land. There were names of mountains and canyons that dated back hundreds of years, names that endured through time, such as Caballeriza, Gallinas, El Toro, Alamocito, Descalso, Cañon del Buey, Cañon del Macho, El Caso, and Valle Tio Vinces, as well as canyons named after early settlers such as Padilla, Gabaldon, Baca, and Salvador.

When English-speaking outsiders came to the mountains, many of the names changed. For example, Las Mesitas became Castle Rock, Siete Canovas became Seven Troughs, and La Angostura became the Narrows. From this era came Skunk Canyon, Nester Draw, Pumpkin Flat, and of course, Pie Town.

Many of the names the homesteaders and ranchers gave to the places in the county have been lost with the passage of time, but others remain. There was one racist and demeaning name from the late nineteenth century, N—— Head Butte, that did not survive. Obviously embarrassed, Forest Service cartographers changed the name of the small knoll to the less racist Negrohead Butte. South of Pie Town, Sally’s Pine was named after Sally Mickey, who donated property for a school, and for the big ponderosa that grew nearby. A small, oblong mountain near where we lived at Mangas, and which I frequently climbed, was Tater Hill. There was Poverty Pool north of Pie Town, where several homesteaders settled near El Malpais. North of Quemado, there were several homesteaders along Nester Draw.


[image: Images]
José Ygnacio Aragon (1850–1929), Petrita Baca Aragon (1860–1916), and two of their eleven children, Rafaelita (1889–1942) and Honorata (1896–1909). Aragon was the first mayor of Magdalena, a banker, businessman, leading entrepreneur, andone of the largest sheep barons in western New Mexico, running as many as forty thousand head of sheep in the Mangas Valley and adjacent mountains and mesas. Courtesy of Cristine Romero Ellis.



My favorite place-name was for a place north of Glenwood called Gut Ache Mesa, allegedly named by some cowboys who became deathly ill after eating some green mesquite beans. To this day, locals refuse to give Mogollon its proper Spanish pronunciation and insist on calling it “Mug-e-on” instead of “Mog-o-yon.” But the name that seemed to generate the greatest curiosity with outsiders was always Pie Town.

One of the more prominent sheepmen in the valley was José María Baca, who ran a mercantile house and became postmaster, just as he had at Rito Quemado. Another well-to-do sheepman was Manuel S. Pino, a politically influential Republican. When the post office was first established, the community was called Pinoville in his honor before the name reverted back to Mangas a few years later.



JOSÉ YGNACIO ARAGON

Two miles south of Mangas was another settlement, the village of San José. The community was nestled around a big, bubbling spring that gave the valley life. Here the large whitewashed ranch headquarters of José Ygnacio Aragon looked out over a large open vega toward the Mangas Mountains. A hundred yards to the northwest stood a small Catholic church constructed of stone and plastered with mud. Aragon also built a store and several small rock dwellings where his herders and their families resided. When Rancho de San José was first erected, Indian raids were common, and family members placed small figurines, or santos, in the windows of the hacienda to ward off Indians, who were thought to be superstitious.

Aragon was born in 1850 at the village of Valencia, twenty miles south of Albuquerque, into one of the old Spanish families that proudly dated their heritage back to Juan de Oñate. Given a small herd of sheep when he was young, he grew his herds over time into the thousands in the tablelands west of Belen. Expanding his holdings into the Mangas Valley, Aragon, who was cousin of the notorious Elfego Baca, become the undisputed king of the Socorro County sheep industry and one of the wealthiest and most influential men in New Mexico.

One of five brothers, Aragon invested in the prosperous Gustav Becker–John Sinclair Mactavish mercantile house in Magdalena, and despite his inability to converse in English, became vice president of the First National Bank. He owned the Hotel Aragon on Main Street, a dance hall, and a theater, and allowed his home to become the first hospital in the town.

After an Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway spur reached Magdalena from Socorro in 1885 to transport cattle and sheep, as well as timber and ore, the town bragged that it had become the largest livestock shipping point west of Chicago. When the community decided to incorporate in 1918, Aragon was selected as the first mayor. He was also thought to have owned the first automobile in New Mexico.

At the time, Magdalena was rough and violent. Trail drivers dusted off their chaps, sought strong drink, and often fought with hard-rock miners from nearby Kelly. The situation was explosive, and Aragon witnessed more than his share of gunfights and hangings. While he was at the First National Bank in 1921, the bank was robbed of $800, though the thief was apprehended, hiding at the stockyards, within hours.

Aragon insisted on paying his herders personally, and once a month he made the long drive from Magdalena to Mangas, always insisting that he travel alone, calculating that if he were robbed, no one would be in danger except himself. When not living in the high country at Rancho de San José in the summer, Aragon frequently took his family on monthlong vacations by rail to St. Louis or Mexico City.



WOOLLY BACKS

The sheep industry shaped life in the Mangas Valley in the late 1800s and early 1900s. At the height of his empire, Aragon grazed as many as 54,000 woolly backs and employed as many as fifty herders. Each herder, or pastor, was paid a living wage and was responsible for 1,200 to 1,500 sheep. A caporal oversaw several herders. During lambing season, extra herders were hired. Sheepmen such as Solomon Luna, José Ygnacio Aragon, and Frank Hubbell, were always looking for bureros, or burro boys, to work alongside the experienced herders. Boys no older than ten could earn fifteen dollars a month by helping to tend camp, pack burros, keep an eye out for coyotes, and move the flock.

Shearing was usually in early June, and thirty to forty freight wagons carried the wool by way of Tres Lagunas and down the Rio Puerco to Belen for shipping to textile mills in the East. After the railroad arrived in Magdalena and there was adequate storage in the town, the wool was sent across the Plains of San Agustin. One of the more exciting times in the valley was when the wagons returned from Magdalena loaded with provisions and ranch supplies.

By 1897, with his herds producing as many as six hundred bags of wool annually, only Aragon’s rival to the west, Solomon Luna, produced more—nine hundred bags a year. The two quarreled frequently over territory, water, and grazing rights. Tragically, only four months after New Mexico became a state, Luna died by drowning on the night of April 29, 1912, in one of his dipping vats south of Big Alegres Mountain.


[image: Images]
The Thompson store at Mangas in the late 1930s. Courtesy of the author.



Thirty miles south of Mangas, on the headwaters of the Tularosa River, Melquiades Aragon, a brother of José Ygnacio, also ran vast herds of sheep. Here, near old Fort Tularosa, he built a house identical to that of Rancho de San José. When Melquiades applied for a post office, he was told that New Mexico already had a community named Tularosa and he would need a new name. Aragon it was.

A mile up Mangas Creek from Rancho de San José, in a large grove of cottonwood trees, stood the spacious home of another sheepherding family—that of Pedro and Antonia Gabaldon. Here were large sheep corrals, a spacious, two-story residence, and a whitewashed barn. Like the Aragons, the Gabaldons lived in Magdalena during the cold winter months, but they always returned to the high country for the mild summers. By 1900, the Gabaldons were running thousands of head of sheep across Slaughter and Baca Mesas and the adjacent grasslands. By the late 1930s, Gabaldon had so many herders that a small school was established at the ranch.



DECLINE OF THE SHEEPMEN

With the introduction of synthetic material during World War II, the wool market went into serious decline. A prolonged drought stretching well into the 1950s did not help either. Moreover, after World War II, large numbers of the Aragons’ and Gabaldons’ herders began moving away, taking higher-paying jobs in the Morenci, Arizona, copper mines. With little choice, the sheepherding families were forced to sell their sheep and convert to cattle raising. Sheep country became cattle country. Decades earlier, in the 1880s, Texas cattlemen had moved into the high country, as did Mormons from the West, claiming vital sources of water and pushing the Hispanics off their land. Eventually, the Aragons and Gabaldons gave up their cattle and the population of the Mangas villages declined rapidly.

Farther up the canyon, at the foot of Mangas Mountain, just inside the forest boundary, was another spring. The Forest Service erected a two-room “ranger station” and corrals, and it was here that my grandfather, when not on fire-lookout duty, frequently spent the summer with my grandmother. Just down the creek was the third of the Mangas villages, called San Antonio. It consisted of several small rock-and-adobe dwellings, and was where the Gallegos family lived. Between San José and San Antonio, other families such as the Castillos lived in a large grove of cottonwoods.

At Mangas, my grandfather and father often conversed with Eliseo Baca, one of the last sheepmen in the valley. Born shortly after the turn of the century, Eliseo and his wife, Margarita, knew as much history of the valley as anyone. Eliseo fondly recalled the heyday of the sheep industry in the valley in the early part of the century. By 1920, he said, only eighty thousand head of sheep were run through the dipping vat at Rancho de San José. By 1940, he said, the number had plummeted to only ten thousand.

Thirty miles north and across the Continental Divide to the east, the Frank A. Hubbell Company had acquired 67,000 acres of vast grasslands and continued to pasture thousands of the woolly animals. In 1922 alone, Hubbell sent to market 12,000 lambs. As late as 1940, the company had an annual clip of more than a hundred bags; in 1950, the company was still using the Magdalena Livestock Driveway to drive thousands of head of sheep to Magdalena every year. When the government outlawed the use of poison against coyotes in the 1950s, the coyote population exploded. In 1968, and after almost ninety years of running sheep, the entire Hubbell lamb crop was wiped out by coyotes. The Hubbells, too, converted to raising cattle.

The Magdalena Livestock Driveway, five to ten miles wide, and two hundred square miles total, had seen as many as 150,000 sheep and 21,600 cattle driven to the railhead in 1919 alone. By the 1950s, however, trail drivers had been replaced by the far more efficient and faster cattle truck.

By 1950, there were only a few sheep left in the Mangas Valley, but shearing time in early June was always exciting. I would pedal my bicycle down to the village to watch the shearers at work. With large electrical clippers, they could quickly sheer a sheep. Other workers hustled to pack the dirty, brown wool into oversized cloth bags that were loaded onto a big truck as the strikingly white sheep, after being dipped, went bleating off into the meadow. I had no idea I was witnessing the passing of an era.
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