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INTRODUCTION 

Military influence over American life daily 

appears in various forms. The breadth of the phenomenon 

invites its study as it relates to political decisions, 

foreign policy, defense spending, and even the realm of 

civilian life. Little about the military has escaped 

discussion or, often, heated debate. 

Less obvious and controversial has been the part 

played by the military in the creation and development of 

American communities. Although numerous cities and towns 

today trace their origins to the protection and financial 

windfall of a nearby garrison of the nineteenth century, 

scant research examines such influences. Yet the impact 

of domestic fortifications on the growth of such American 

municipalities as Pittsburgh, Omaha, and San Antonio 

clearly warrants more academic attention. This gap in our 

knowledge of both military and urban history provides the 

reason for this study. 

The commonality of origins of Fort Bliss and El 

Paso, Texas, together with the continued growth of the two 

during the long period under observation, suggest a deep

seated interrelationship. The victory of the United 

States in the Mexican War both created an American 

1 
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community from the scattered hovels on the left bank of 

the Rio Grande and necessitated a fortification at that 

site to protect the new international boundary and to 

secure a route to California. For the next three decades 

the fort and the town remained small isolated communities 

on a dangerous and seemingly endless frontier. Finally, 

in 1881, railroads linked the remote area to a national 

transportation network, setting the stage for the rapid 

development of both Fort Bliss and El Paso. By 1916 El 

Paso constituted a regional commercial center, while the 

Fort Bliss area housed the largest concentration of troops 

in the United States. This study attempts to examine the 

shifting economic, social, and cultural relationships of 

the two communities during various stages of their growth 

against the background of national and international de

cisions which shaped conditions at the Pass of the North. 

This dissertation treats the civilian-military 

relationship from 1849 through 1918, a period which wit

nessed the development of both communities to a maturity. 

It was an era marked by active cooperation between the 

two. Although the more conspicuous influences, in the 

forms of protection, economic enhanceme~t, and social and 

recreational forces, flowed from the fort to the town, the 

civic leaders of the latter exercised a key role at cru

cial stages in the augmentation of Fort Bliss from a 



one-company frontier post to a vibrant military center 

in an urban setting. 

While numerous writings depict the histories of 

Fort Bliss and El Paso individually, no study to date 

examines their relationship over an extended period. 

3 

The expansive ramifications of their mutuality necessar-

ily impose limitations on a work of this length. This 

treatise proposes neither a detailed account of the social 

connections nor an analysis of the impact of the military

civilian relationship on local politics, worthy subjects 

each. The author hopes that this pioneer effort to pre-

sent some of the complexities of the interdependence of 

Fort Bliss and El Paso will spawn more fulsome treatments 

by others. 

This writer is indebted to many persons who made 

this dissertation possible. Prominent among them are 

Dr. James V. Reese, who suggested and thoughtfully super

vised the endeavor; Glenda Miles of the El Paso Chamber of 

Commerce; Shirley Watson of the El Paso Public Library; 

Fletcher Campbell Newman of the University of Texas at El 

Paso Library and numerous assistants; Anita Perez of the 

University of Houston Downtown College Library; Robert W. 

Krauskopf, Chief of the Navy and Old Army Branch of the 

National Archives; Loretta Crumby, Deputy El Paso District 
. 

Clerk; Judge Fred S. Harless, of the Fourteenth District 
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Court, Dallas; Joan Weldon, secretary of the history 

department of Texas Tech University; and Melinda Hord 

Reaves, typist. Finally, I am indebted to my wife Arsenia 

and our children Lorraine and Loy, who patiently submitted 

to four consecutive summers in El Paso while their hearts 

cried out for Acapulco. Regretably, other kindnesses 

extended me are now blurred by my inability to record a 

name or to keep track of a scrap of paper. All errors, 

obviously, are of my own creation, though not volition. 



CHAPTER I 

FRONTIER FORT AND TOWN, 1849-1893 

Concomitant with its traditional role of national 

protector, the Army of the United States has in the course 

of this nation's history vanquished a frontier, linked a 

continent, and transplanted a culture ~n remote western 

territories. Modern population centers, ranging alphabet

ically from Fort Collins to Fort Worth, attest directly to 

military origins, while numerous other communities have in 

the past, or continue today, to draw sustenance primarily 

or partially from military payrolls. In combination, these 

factors suggest an aspect of military hegemony over the de-

velopment of American society seldom cited by assessors of 

"the military-industrial complex" or proponents and detrac

tors of the latest Pentagon budget. 1 

Few cities demonstrate a closer link with the mar-

tial arm of government than El Paso, Texas, through vir-

tually its entire history the home of Fort Bliss. Indeed, 

in 1849 the fort preceded all but the most rudimentary ori

gins of a town on the left bank of the bend of the Rio 

Grande. Today, paradoxically, the metropolis at the moun

tain pass turns a sophisticated commercial face to the 

1Herbert M. Hart, Old Forts of the Southwest 
(Seattle, 1964), 6. 

5 
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world, even as the garrison remalns the municipality's 

leading single industry. The intervening years provide an 

intriguing example of the multi forms of military influ-

ence on the growth and development of an American comrnunity. 2 

Few Anglo-Americans reached the isolated Pass of 

the North prior to the Mexican Cession of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidalgo, implemented in 1848. Characteristic-

ally, the military explorer Lieutenant Zebulon Montgomery 

Pike appeared among the earliest, crossing under Spanish 

guard en route to Chihuahua City in 1807. The various 

valley settlements, Paso del Norte, Ysleta, San Elizario, 

and Socorro lay to the south of the river at that time and 

together displayed an aura of pastoral prosperity. Pike, 

the first Anglo chronicler of the area, found "finely cul-

tivated fields of wheat and other small grain .. and 

also numerous vineyards from which were produced the finest 

wine ever drunk." The opening of the Santa Fe Trail to 

Missouri five years later brought traders and trappers, 

often a boisterous lot whose Ozark twang jolted the ears 

2Donald Bridgman Sanger, The Story of Old Fort 
Bliss (El Paso, n.d.), 8; El Paso Times, May 31, 1964; 
Houston Chronicle, "Texas Magazine," March 4, 1976, 25; In 
1849 miniscule settlements appeared on the left bank at 
Smith's Ranch, Hart's Mill, Magoffinsville, and Stephen
son's Ranch in addition to the older communities of Ysleta, 
Socorro, and San Elizario. See Rex W. Strickland, El Paso 
in 1854 (El Paso, 1969), 33. There were none in 1848 of 
the newer settlements. See Stella M. Drumm (ed.), Down the 
Santa Fe Trail and into Mexico: The ~iary of Susan Shelsy
Magoffin, 1846-1848 (New Haven, 1926 , xix. 



of the natives accustomed to soft Spanish accents. "The 

marrying Americans," frequently hailing from the south-

eastern United States, entered the valley in the 1820s. 

Of a more responsible and adaptable nature than many of 

7 

their counterparts, traders such as Hugh Stephenson and 

James Wylie Magoffin married into prominent local families, 

became land and business owners, and effortlessly merged 

. h h L . . 3 Wlt t e atln settlng. 

James Polk's passion for San Francisco Bay coupled 

with impatience to resolve festering boundary and debt 

problems with Mexico sparked the war which shattered the 

idyll in the Rio Grande Valley. Although the Yankee vic-

tory at Brazito, a clash of no more than forty minutes 

duration, constituted the sole military engagement of the 

area, it portended an American military presence at the 

Pass. Colonel Alexander W. Doniphan led his victorious 

and dusty Missouri Mounted Volunteers into Paso del Norte 

without resistance on December 26, 1846, commencing an 

army love affair with the region which persists to the 

4 present. 

Recollections of the American army's forty-two day 

occupation of the right bank read much like an extended 

3c. L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North: Four Centu
ries on the Rio Grande (El Paso,-r968), 87, 101, 103-106; 
Rex W-. -StricKland~ "Six Who Came to El Paso: Pioneers of 
the 1840s," Southwestern Studies, I, no. 3 (Fall, 1963), 7, 
29, 35-36. 

4sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 113-118. 
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furlough. A private was "surprised to find so large and 

pleasant a city," while two lieutenants agreed "the people 

have more intelligence than exists in Santa Fe, and both 

men and women present a neater appearance and have more 

refinement. " The abundant use by the troops of 

liquor, gambling, and willing women, ever-present temp

tations of garrison towns, eventually persuaded Colonel 

Doniphan to curb some of the pleasurable activities, in

cluding street gambling, horse and mule racing, and fan-

dangoes. Although violence occasionally erupted between 

Anglos and Mexicans and friction persisted, the populace 

largely applauded Doniphan's handling of military matters 

and his propensity to reimburse the citizenry for services 

and goods extended to his command. In effect the relation-

ship approximated future social and economic intercourse 

between soldier and citizen at the Pass. Two American 

enlisted men strengthened the parallel by marrying local 

5 girls and settling in the area. 

American troops reappeared on the left bank of the 

Rio Grande less than three years after Doniphan's sojourn 

on the right, prompted by military necessity to defend the 

new southwestern flank of the United States and to protect 

a swarm of prospectors en route to the California gold 

5John P. Bloom, "Johnny Gringo at the Pass of the 
North," Password of the El Paso Historical Society, IV, 
no. 4 (October, 1959~135. 
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mines. The "Forty-niners," completely unanticipated at the 

time that Mexico signed away her northwestern expanses to 

the North American government, created a sense of urgency 

as gold-seeking caravans lost themselves in the barren 

wastes to thirst, starvation, and Indian depredations. 

Clearly the government needed to delineate passable trails 

through the new territories to California and to position 

troops at appropriate intervals to offer the migrants as 

much protection as possible from the elements, inhospitable 

terrain, and marauding Indians. 6 

Routinely, the dual tasks fell to the army. Ac

cordingly, the Department of War ordered four reconnais-

sances between San Antonio, Texas, and Paso del Norte, Mex-

ico, to link a road previously surveyed by Lieutenant 

Colonel P. St. George Cooke from southern New Mexico to San 

Diego, California. Army topographical engineers charted 

two routes, prototypes of a later bustling highway system, 

between the points. A northern trail climbed through Fred

ricksburg, San Angelo, Fort Stockton, Guadalupe Peak, and 

Hueco Tanks. A lower road, subsequently pursued by the 

Southern Pacific Railroad, connected Del Rio, Alpine, and 

San Elizario (the last, since a river change in early 1849, 

newly situated on the left bank). Lieutenant William F. 

Smith commanded the first expedition to reach the Pass, 

6sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 124-125. 
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touching "the Camp Opposite El Paso" in May, 1849, culmi

nating a journey of three and one-half months from San 

Antonio. Slightly more than two months later Brevet First 

Lieutenant Francis T. Bryan halted at Ysleta, like San 

Elizario a new addition to the left bank. Two other sur-

veying bands, headed by Lieutenant Colonel J. E. Johnston 

and Captain S. G. French, arrived shortly thereafter to 

complete the assignment. 7 

In the reconnaissance report to the Secretary of 

War both officers voiced agreement on the severity of the 

ordeal and the worthiness of the goal. Remarking on the 

barrenness of the route, Lieutenant Bryan noted, "On ar-

riving at the river, the scene changed entirely. There is 

fine grazing in the bottom, and plenty of large cottonwood 

trees, besides large cornfields, orchards, and vineyards." 

Captain French marveled that he and his colleagues had 

managed to pioneer any type of trail through the forbidding 

countryside. He counted only three houses on the American 

side of the rive~, "excepting the villages of the island" 

formed by the downward thrust of the Rio Grande, and pro-

nounced the structures "little better than mud hovels." 

Nevertheless, French commented favorably on the produc-

tivity of the grain fields and orchards and judged the 

valley "in proper hands . capable of supporting a large 

7El Paso Times, November 22, 1925; Ralph P. Bieber, 
Southern Trails to California (Glendale, 1937), 37-39. 
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population. . " He lauded the possibilities of over-

land trade at the strategic point and concluded, "The gov-

ernment has been a pioneer in the enterprise, and the 

little labor bestowed may not be lost to the public weal." 8 

General Orders No. 58 placed Major Jefferson Van 

Horne with Regimental Headquarters and Companies A, B, C, 

and E of the Third Infantry on the future site of downtown 

El Paso, Texas, September 14, 1849, as the first detach-

ment of an intended permanent garrison. Van Horne led his 

men to the property of young Benjamin Franklin Coons, a 

St. Louis expatriate turned freighter. The previous year 

Coons had accomodated for several months Major ·Benjamin 

Beall and a detachment of First Dragoons, then persuing 

Indians in the Hueco Mountains. With an eye to profit 

Coons obligingly leased six acres of land and several 

buildings to the army for a compensation of $4,200 per 

year, one of the earliest transactions at the Pass to tap 

the military budget. 9 

The fort not only provided proprieter Coons a hand-

some remuneration until its removal to New Mexico in 1851, 

8"Reports of the Secretary of War with Reconnais
sances of Routes from San Antonio to El Paso," Senate Exec
utive· Document no. 64, 31st Congress, 1st Session (Washing
ton, 1850), 23, 49-50. 

9sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, 8; ~onnich
sen, Pass of the North, 438; Strickland, El Paso ~n 1854, 
34; Allen W. Sandstrum, "Fort Bliss: TheFrontierYears," 
l1.A. thesis, Texas Western College, El Paso, Texas, 1962, 
22. Sandstrum adds an additional sixty dollars per month 
for a storehouse. 
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but also served the community. In addition to warding off 

Indian attacks the installation functioned as an inn and 

bank, in the latter capacity issuing drafts and currency. 

The regimental band entertained the sparse population until 

transferred to Santa Fe, following the rectification of the 

Texas-New Mexico boundary in 1850. 10 

The necessity of provisioning the isolated garrison 

and providing sustenance for expeditions and migrants 

troubled the young post while providing incentive for local 

farmers and merchants. Civilian pack trains laboriously 

transported forage for the horses and basic supplies for 

the soldiers from San Antonio, a distance of more than six 

hundred miles, while the fort relied on local grain, ground 

by the mill of Simeon Hart, and native fruit and vege-

tables. A year after his arrival at the Pass, Major Van 

Horne lamented to the Adjutant General the frailty of the 

transportation system. Of an approaching train of three 

hundred teams Van Horne wrote, "(they are] two hundred and 

fifty miles distant, their water very scarce, the grass 

parched up by heat and the remains being consumed by 

fires .... part of the train may be here (within ten 

days] ... the remainder God knows when." 11 

10El Paso Times, October 25, 1931. 

11"Selected Letters Received from Major Jefferson 
Van Horne," Records of the War Department, Office of the 
Adjutent General, Record Group 94 (Washington, 1961), Sep
tember 1, 1850. 
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Almost three weeks later the major reminded the 

Washington official that the trains still had not arrived 

and that Coons threatened to withhold a third of the pay 

due his portion of the teamsters because of their careless

ness and waste of property. Van Horne estimated that the 

teamsters and their escort had devoured half of the pro-

visions en route. An exceptionally meager corn and wheat 

crop as far south as Chihuahua City boosted grain prices 

from $2 to $4.50 per fanega (1.58 bushels) in the autumn 

of 1850, probably pleasing grain farmers and merchants but 

only compounding Van Horne's distress. 12 

Although the news from the outside world often 

carried little comfort to the settlers at the Pass, Major 

Van Horne inspired the government to provide them with more 

of it. In late 1850 he impressed on the Department of War 

"the great importance of having a mail or express between 

this post and San Antonio," while availing himself of the 

opportunity to denounce the subsistence of "hard bread, 

bacon, and pork," recently arrived from San Antonio, "much 

of which is unfit to use." Washington responded by pro

viding horseback mail delivery for several years, subse

quently dispatching Concord coaches. By late 1852 the 

scattered settlements on the left bank possessed a window 

on the world in the form of their own post office, 

12rbid., September 19, 1850; October 1, 1850. 
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designated simply "El Paso." 13 

The year which marked the mid-point of the nine-

teenth century also witnessed the historic meeting at the 

Pass of commissioners from the United States and Mexico to 

delineate the international boundary in accordance with 

the recent peace treaty. John Russell Bartlett, merchant, 

historian, and co-founder of the American Ethnological So

ciety, headed the American team. To his dismay Bartlett 

initially found murder a common occurrence in Texas, the 

Indians bold, and the cost of provisions "exceedingly 

high." The army afforded less than perfect protection at 

El Paso, as Apaches regularly depleted the supply of mules 

from Magoffin's property within several miles of the mili-

tary post. When ruffians murdered a member of the boundary 

commission, the military commander declined to aid in their 

apprehension, demanding application first to local author

ities. Only the determination of local citizens and the 

f d 1 . . b h h 1 . . . 14 
e era cornrnlSSloners roug t t e cu prlts to JUStlce. 

Bartlett's observations of the surrounding country-

side indicate the rudimentary level of development of the 

Pass at mid-century. On the Mexican side of the river 

squatted one-story adobe structures, devoid of either 

13 Ibid., December 27, 1850; Sonnichsen, Pass of the 
North, 140. 

14John Russell Bartlett, Personal Narrative of Ex
plorations and Incidents in Texas, New Mexico, California, 
Sonora and Chihuahua (New-york, 185~ I, 1, 36, 152, 158. 
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wooden floors or glass windows. El Paso del Norte counted 

perhaps five thousand inhabitants, but "only a few respect

able old Spanish families,'' and the absence of a middle 

class left a wide social chasm between the Castilian elite 

and the mestizo masses. The American side still presented 

nothing resembling a town in the vicinity of modern El 

Paso. The commissioners lodged on Magoffin's premises, 

while utilizing White's Ranch, or Frontera, some eight 

miles above Hart's Mill, as an astronomical observatory. 

Still, Bartlett considered his hosts gracious and compe-

tent. At his final departure in late 1852, he praised the 

"many gentlemen here, particularly J. W. Magoffin, Esq. 

[with whom] I have transacted business to a large extent, 

and in a manner which to me, as an agent of the government, 

was highly satisfactory." A dinner given by Magoffin in 

Bartlett's honor no doubt further mellowed the departing 

. . 15 
comm~ss~oner. 

The garrison's worth to the community was demon-

strated during its absence from the Pass between the years 

1851 and 1854. In the former year the Department of War 

moved the soldiers to Fort Fillmore, New Mexico, in pur-

suit of marauding Apaches and Comanches. Ironically, the 

removal had the effect of stripping the left bank bare of 

military protection, thus encouraging Indian attacks which 

lSibid., I, 188, 192, 194; II, 402. 
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the army sought to control elsewhere. Again the military 

provided security for the populace following the recommen

dation in 1853 of Inspector General of the Army Colonel 

Joseph K. F. Mansfield that the government reestablish a 

post "opposite the Town of El Paso, either at Magoffin 

Villa or Smith's Ranch." 16 

The Mansfield Report, of immeasurable significance 

to the development of the valley, cited compelling reasons 

for rekindling the military presence at El Paso, while 

analyzing commercial possibilities of the area. The set-

tlers at Hart's Mill, Smith's Ranch, Magoffinsville, and 

Stephenson's Ranch, the nucleus of modern El Paso, suffered 

exposure "at all times to the depredations of Indians," 

Nansfield stated, adding "many depredations have been com-

mitted" since the withdrawal of American forces. The In-

spector General also believed "a post established here 

would have the effect to protect the American citizens 

against any excitement in El Paso [del Norte] where there 

is a Mexican population of seven hundred souls and a small 

garrison under the command of a captain. II Mansfield 

entertained little conviction that area Mexicans and civi-

lized Indians would aid Americans in defending against 

16sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, ~; Richard 
K. McMaster, ed., "The Mansfiela-Report - 1853, Password, 
IV, no. 3 (July, 1959), 97; Strickland, El Paso in 1854, 
43; Bartlett, Personal Narrative, II, 383-384. 
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h "1 I d" ll ost~ e n ~ans. 

The Mansfield Report also argued the desirability 

of placing forts at the Pass and at other strategic points 

between San Antonio and El Paso for protecting and enhancing 

regional commerce. "At present a valuable trade is carried 

on through the County of El Paso, Texas with the Mexicans 

in Chihuahua, Sonora, etc. that will in due time," Mans-

field predicted, "lead to the occupancy of all the bottom 

lands of the Rio Grande . . [as far as] one hundred miles 

down the river," provided that the government establish 

fortifications "at convenient distances." He described the 

trade between El Paso and San Antonio as "great . . [on] 

one of the overland routes to California to Chihuahua" and 

suggested the construction of at least three forts along 

the route "to overaw [sic] the Indians" and expedite mail 

d 1 . 18 e ~very. 

In retrospect, the importance of the Mansfield Re

port looms in bold relief. The author's recommendation for 

the construction of a n1inimum of three forts along the San 

Antonio - El Paso route inspired the establishment of a 

series of fortifications, including Forts Lancaster, Davis, 

and Quitman. His concern for the security of El Paso 

prompted the Department of War to relocate an army post at 

17McMaster, "Mansfield Report," 109, 100-101. 

18 Ibid., 102, 110. 
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the site within a year. Colonel Mansfield also correctly 

perceived the effects of his recommendations on commercial 

development in West Texas. Today El Paso stands at the hub 

of a trading area extending well into several states of the 

U . d S d M . 19 
n~te tates an ex~co. 

On January 11, 1854, Colonel E. P. Alexander 

marched Companies B, E, I, and K of the Eighth Infantry 

into Magoffinsville to renew a relationship between El 

Paso and the American army which would last until the open-

ing of the Civil War. Two months later Washington con

ferred the name Fort Bliss on the post, in honor of Brevet 

Major William Wallace Smith Bliss, late Assistant Adjutant 

General. Thus began a seven-year period of military pres-

ence at the Pass in which the fort occupied a preeminence 

in the community which it would not equal for another 

. 20 
generat~on. 

By the mid-1850s El Paso had become a center of 

activity, not all of it peaceful or legal. Between 1849 and 

1859 townsfolk and soldiers fought a total of forty-nine 

battles with Indians in or near the settlements. Addition-

ally, the opening of the frontier through the Treaty of 

Guadalupe-Hidaldo and the gold fever emanating from 

19The army established Fort Lancaster in 1855, Fort 
Davis in 1853, and Fort Quitman in 1858. Hart, Old Forts 
of the Southwest, 30, 55, 130. 

20 Sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, 9. 
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California combined to attract a number of border ruffians 

to the Pass. Gamblers, gunmen, and prostitutes busily 

built the unsavory reputation which El Paso failed to sub-

merge until well into the following century. Bands of 

cynical men occasionally staged forays from one side of the 

international boundary to the other, secure in their abil-

. h . 21 
~ty to escape appre ens~on. 

Legend to the contrary, however, El Paso by no 

means developed solely along negative lines in the fervent 

Fifties. The same stages which unloaded the flotsam from 

older communities also delivered such incipient pillars of 

society as Ben Dowell and the Mills brothers, Anson and 

W. W. The elder Anson, inventor of the webb ammunition 

belt, thought the valley at first view "the most pleasant 

sight I had ever seen." His younger brother judged the 

villages below El Paso more prosperous than in later years 

when lack of river water hampered agriculture. He also 

considered the Mexican population, which Mills estimated as 

comprising three-fourths of El Paso's population "of about 

three hundred inhabitants," as "of a much better class than 

those who came in later with the advent of the railroads, 

to sell their labor--and their votes." The Mesilla Times 

acknowledged, " . the neat adobe buildings, and smiling 

countenances of her citizens, bespeak a spirit of 

21 El Paso Herald Post, May 28, 1936, 6; Sonnichsen, 
Pass of the North, 136-139. 
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enterprise and contentment, which are pretty sure indica-

tions of prosperity." Although railroads and telegraph 

service lay a thousand miles beyond the horizon, contact 

with the outside world strengthened with the extension of 

the Jackass Trail and the Butterfield Overland Mail during 

the decade.
22 

No inconsiderable portion of the visible prosperity 

emanated from commercial relations with Fort Bliss. Simeon 

Hart, the community's leading industrialist, dispensed 

flour for the garrison and neighboring military posts. 

James Wiley Magoffin contracted with the federal government 

to supply the army with wood, an enterprise engaging the 

labor of several hundred locals, while he leased the site 

of Fort Bliss to the army for a sum of $2,760 per annum. 

By the end of the decade these two men were the wealthiest 

and most influential inhabitants of the valley. Anson 

Mills' friendship with officers at Fort Bliss aided his 

appointment as surveyor for the El Paso and Presidio land 

district and, ultimately, as city surveyor. In the latter 

capacity Mills received four town lots for his services, 

property which acquired substantial value as the railroads 

approached. Undoubtedly tavern keepers on both sides of 

the river profited from the escapades of Fort Bliss 

22Anson Hills, t!Y_ Story (Washington, 1921), 49; 
W. W. Mills, Forty Years at El Paso, .1858-1898 (El Paso, 
1962), 10; Mesilla Times, October 18, 1860, 1; Sonnichsen, 
Pass of the North, 140-141. 
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soldiers whose disorderly conduct landed them in a Mexican 

jail on Christmas night, 1856, and from their comrades who 

attempted unsuccessfully to force their release the follow-

23 ing day. 

Consonant with other forts, Bliss employed a number 

of civilians in physical labor, either routinely or at 

intervals, an action which pumped money into the local 

economy. Post returns for the year 1854 indicate the uti-

lization of eleven teamsters at twenty dollars per month to 

transfer government stores to the post early in the year, 

though by spring a herder at twenty dollars appeared as the 

sole civilian employee. The fort worked three Mexican 

herders in April and May of the following year at a rate of 

three dollars per day, exchanging them for quartermaster and 

subsistence aids the next month. By September the fort 

settled on the employment of a blacksmith at fifty dollars 

a month plus ration, and two in subsistence at the same 

rate. This employment pattern held through the remainder 

of 1855 and the first half of the following year. By 1860 

a civilian surgeon, paymaster, hospital steward, hospital 

matron, clerk, three male servants, and four laundresses 

permanently resided at Bliss. One assumes that in the 

23Loomis Morton Ganaway, "New Mexico and the Sec-
. tional Controversy, 1846-1851," New Mexico Historical Re

view, XIX, no. 1 (January, 1944)~2-63; Sonnichsen, Pass 
of the North, 144; J. Morgan Broaddus, Jr., The Legal Her
ITage-~ El Paso (El Paso, 1963), 54; Sandstrum, "Fort-
Bliss, . 65. 
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time-honored tradition of enlisted men the one hundred and 

fifty-odd soldiers occupying the fort placed their upwards 

of eleven dollars per month in circulation at the first 

opportunity following payday. 24 

Military personnel regarded the Magoffinsville post 

highly, judging from contemporary accounts. W. W. Mills 

recalled that the garrison "was considered by army officers 

and their families as one of the most desirable posts in the 

whole country." An officer's wife, Lydia Spencer Lane, 

described "our pretty camp on the Rio Grande" as "the most 

delightful station we ever had . . . far more pleasant than 

those of the same name which have succeeded it ... II 

Long after its removal it remained in the memory of many 

"the handsomest in the west." 25 

Lydia Spencer Lane left posterity a pleasant de-

scription of the modest four-company post. It occupied 

three sides of a square enclosed by an adobe wall. "Almost 

at our doors flowed the red, muddy waters of the Rio 

Grande," almost touching their three-room quarters. 

24Fort Bliss Post Returns for Year 1855, Returns 
from United States Military Posts, 1800-1916 (Washington, 
1965), Roll 116; Fort Bliss Post Returns, 1856, ibid.; 
Sigale A. Nisbet, "The 1860 Census Figures of the Bureau of 
the Census for the Settlements at El Paso," unpublished 
seminar paper, Texas Western College, El Paso, Texas, 1960, 
38; Russell F. Weigley, History of the United States Army 
(New York, 1967), 191. 

25Mills, Forty Years at El Paso, 10; Lydia Spencer 
Lane, ! Married a Soldier, or Old Days in the Old Army (Al
buquerque, 1963), 45; "History of El Paso from the Earliest 
Times to the Present Day," Great Southwestern Souvenir Edi
tion of the El Paso Daily Herald, 1900, 7. 
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Although the structures contained thatched roofs and dirt 

floors, Mrs. Lane considered herself fortunate. The accom-

odations appear unpretentious enough until compared with 

the rudimentary comforts of many frontier posts of even a 

generation later. Fort Concho, for example, Mrs. Lane 

later found "gloomy in the extreme." 26 

Unquestionably, a major attraction of the fort re

sided in the opportunities for social intercourse. Mrs. 

Lane encountered "some very pleasant people living at and 

not very far from the post. There was a good deal of social 

visiting among us all,and an occasional formal entertain

ment, to which everybody was invited." She was taken par-

ticularly with the beauty and grace of the Magoffin daugh-

ters, whom she described as "pretty, well-educated" and· 

"great belles." Three miles away lay the town of El Paso, 

to which the officers and wives "made frequent visits to 

buy our marketing and lay in supplies of delicious fresh 

fruits" and converse with the Mexican vendors, "who inter-

27 ested us very much." 

Fort Bliss in the 1850s formed the nucleus of the 

first Anglo society in the valley. Many distinguished offi

cers such as J. E. B. Stuart, of later Confederate cavalry 

fame, and their wives brought backgrounds of culture and 

26Lane, I Married a Soldier, 68, 163. 

27 Ibid., 68-69. 
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social achievement, readily identifying with community and 

social leaders on both banks. Not a few single officers 

married into local society: probably the first military 

wedding at El Paso joined Brevet Major Israel B. Richardson 

and Rita Stephenson, daughter of the prominent landholder 

and mining operator, in 1850. Even the enlisted men, more 

apt to grace the confines of local taverns and sporting 

houses than the parlors of the socially refined, boasted a 

higher rate of literacy than the average valley resident. 

Battalion commander James Longstreet and his wife, daughter 

of the military commander at Santa Fe, acted as the center 

of a social circle which included the best families on both 

sides of the international line. The rough and tumble na

ture of much of El Paso's citizenry and the smallness of 

the population presented Fort Bliss a role in cultured so-

ciety far beyond the numbers of its personnel, a role it 

would not equal even with subsequent larger garrisons. 

Meanwhile, the post continued to serve travelers as an inn 

and the primary source of news gleaned from the constant 

flow of civilian and government transients.
28 

Just as the Mexican War introduced the Union army 

to El Paso, the Civil War withdrew it. Despite the area's 

long dependence upon the United States government for its 

28 . Sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, 10-11; 
R1.chard K. McMaster, "Army Town~Password, XI, no. 3 
(Fall, 1966), 132; Strickland, El Paso in 1854, 43; Nisbet, 
"1860 Census Figures," 38; Mill~ FortyYears at El Paso, 
25. 
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survival, the majority of Anglos at the Pass identified 

with their Southern origins or bowed to those who did so. 

Staunch Unionist W. W. Mills stated that "not more than 

four or five men cast their votes against the secession of 

Texas, February 3, 1861." The Mills brothers constituted 

up to half that number, Anson departing on the last east

bound stage to join the Army of the United States and W. W. 

. . . h . h f u . 29 
rema~n~ng ~n t e reg~on to promote t e cause o n~on. 

The Confederate acquisition of Fort Bliss moved 

forward speedily. When Major General David E. Twiggs, 

commander of military forces in Texas, ordered the evacu-

ation of the four hundred and fifty officers and men of the 

Eighth Infantry from western posts, Colonel I. V. D. Reeve 

readily abandoned Fort Bliss despite the opposition of the 

Mills brothers. "There was not a Confederate soldier with-

in five hundred miles of Fort Bliss," snorted W. W., "but 

such is the power of military discipline that the post 

commander . . marched with his command, as prisoners, to 

San Antonio." In early July of 1861 Lieutenant Colonel 

John R. Baylor led the Second Regiment of Texas Mounted 

Rifles into the garrison and hoisted the Confederate flag 

30 above the parade ground. 

29Mills, Forty Years at El 
Out of the Desert: The Historical 
Paso-, 1927), 61. 

Paso, xv; Owen White, 
Romance of El Paso (El 

30Daniel A. Connor, "Civil War Operations in West 
Texas and New Mexico, 1861-1862," Password, I, no. 3 
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A number of El Pasoans involved themselves deeply 

in the course of the war. Magoffin acted as Confederate 

commissioner, receiving the arms and stores from Colonel 

Reeve as the latter departed and furnishing supplies to the 

Southern troops. Magoffin, Hart, and Josiah Crosby formed 

a welcoming committee to greet Baylor and his force as they 

unsaddled at the Pass. The Texas government commissioned 

Philip T. Herbert, a local lawyer, to persuade New Mexico 

and Arizona to join the Confederacy. Magoffin and Hart 

threw their energies into that campaign, the former foment-

ing the secessionist movement at Mesilla, and the latter 

reputedly offering to lend the Confederacy sums ranging 

from $150,000 to $300,000 to provision an occupation of 

New Mexico. Hart, agent for the state government in El 

Paso, imprisoned W. W. Mills at Fort Bliss upon apprisal of 

h U • • I • h 31 t e n~on~st s presence ~n t e area. 

Nevertheless, the Union cause did not go unaided. 

Mills maintained a staccato of encouragement to loyalists, 

insisting that fifty soldiers at Fort Fillmore "could go to 

Fort Bliss and capture all the Government stores at that 

place. . " He found the regulars at Fillmore faithful 

(August, 1956), 90-93; Mills, Forty Years at El Paso, 38; 
Richard K. McMaster, "Fort Bliss Diary, 1854-1868," Pass
word, XI, no. 1 (Spring, 1966), 24. 

31sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 155; Connor, 
"Civil War Operations," 90;Ganaway, "New Mexico and the 
Sectional Controversy," 62-63; Strickland, "Six Carne to El 
Paso," 32; Drumm, ed., Down the Santa Fe Trail, xx. 
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to Washington "in defiance of the teachings of their offi-

cers and the offer of gold from Hart. " Two of Mills' 

captors at Fort Bliss connived to allow his escape across 

the river, indicating a measure of Unionist support seldom 

vocalized. Whether from motivations of patriotism or 

profit, local merchants only begrudgingly accepted Confed-

erate currency from the garrison of Brigadier General 

Henry Sibley. 32 

Confederate harrassment of the Mexican-American 

community pushed that large, but ordinarily docile, group 

needlessly into the Union camp. Southerners suspected 

their loyalty, as non-slaveholders, from the outset and 

many Confederate soldiers treated them with contempt. An 

observer stated, "All Mexicans are down on them (the Con-

federates]. . females neither in nor out of their 

houses are safe. Blankets, onions, wine, and everything 

they can lay their hands on they carry off." A Southern 

trooper later admitted, "When the weather turned cold, it 

was more comfortable to sleep in a warm adobe house than 

. t t 1133 
~n a en . 

Pro-Southern sentiment at the Pass deteriorated 

even more with the arrival of the retreating Sibley in the 

summer of 1862. He was coming off an invation of New 

"Civil 

32Mills, Forty Years at El Paso, 41, xvi; Connor, 
War Operations," 94. 

33 sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 157. 
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Mexico which produced an early success at Valverde, fol-

lowed by a disastrous defeat at Glorieta Pass. The routed 

troops paused at Fort Bliss, then dashed for San Antonio 

after firing the fort to thwart the advance of the Cali

fornia Column of the Union forces commanded by Colonel 

James H. Carleton. No bands saluted their departure. In

stead, fifteen hundred area natives applauded and jeered 

their exit, as Confederate sympathizers Magoffin, Crosby, 

and Dowell fled with the vanquished. In retrospect the 

excesses of Confederate occupation probably strengthened 

the valley's affection for the Union army and enhanced the 

ability of the Republican Party to retain political power 

longer than elsewhere in the state. 34 

Sibley's evacuation placed the Unionists at the 

Pass firmly in control. Many Southern sympathizers relo

cated on the right bank, endlessly assuring each other of 

an imminent Confederate reoccupation. W. W. Mills cor-

rectly perceived the situation, however, in a letter to his 

brother in early 1863: "There is no longer any possibility 

of another Texas invasion, so you see you will have to do 

all the fighting yourselves." W. W. 's fortunes certainly 

had improved. President Lincoln appointed him federal cus

toms collector that year, making Mills perhaps the most 

powerful man in the region. The same year Mills contracted 

34Ibid., 158; White, Out of the Desert, 62-64. 
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to deliver to the federal government 5,500 gallons of w1ne 

vinegar at a profit of $3,500 and to supply the military 

with cord wood. 35 

Meanwhile, the fortunes of the Confederates suf-

fered in the same proportion. General Carleton imprisoned 

rebel dissenters who had not fled eastward or southward 

before his arrival and placed guard posts at the guard

house, Hart's Mill, Fort Bliss, the commisary, and the 

river ferry landing. Military tribunals supplanted county 

and district courts, and authorities required passports of 

travelers to New Mexico. The military commander assumed 

control of abandoned property and auctioned the holdings 

of such Confederate sympathizers as Magoffin, Hart, and 

Dowell. The United States consul and an officer of the 

California Column acquired Fort Bliss for $6,000. Although 

the governm~nt subsequently returned the estates, the 1860s 

proved trying to many of the pre-war community leaders. 

For instance when in May of 1866 Magoffin produced a pro-

clamation from Governor A. J. Hamilton authorizing him to 

organ1ze the county by appointing various officers, Captain 

David H. Brotherton, commanding Fort Bliss, repudiated 

35 sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 158, 168; W. W. 
Mills to Anson Mills, El Paso, Texas, February 14, 1863, 
W. H. Timmons Collection, University of Texas at El Paso; 
W. W. Mills to Father, El Paso, Texas, September 8, 1863, 
ibid; W. W. Mills to Lieutenant Nelson Tomasson, Fort 
Bliss, Texas, September 1, 1866, Mills Papers Correspon
dence, 1856-1896, vol. I, University of Texas Archives, 
Austin, Texas; White, Out of .the Desert, 76. 



Magoffin's authority and maintained the incumbents in 

ff . 36 o ~ce. 

Meanwhile, Fort Bliss underwent renovation, man-

30 

dated by Sibley's destructive evacuation. The government 

pressed over a thousand dollars into the local economy in 

October, 1865, with the employment of painters, masons, and 

laborers and dispensed similar amounts through the remain-

ing months of the year. The post return for March of 1866 

showed civilian expenditures at the fort reduced to six 

hundred dollars, with amounts dropping sharply after that, 

indicating completion of the task. The reconstruction of 

the installation allowed the three companies of the Fifth 

Infantry to fold the tents in which they had domiciled 

since their arrival at the Pass in late 1865. Yet, the 

days of Fort Bliss at Magoffinsville were numbered. The 

"red, muddy waters of the Rio Grande" which Lydia Spencer 

Lane had watched erode the banks near her quarters a decade 

earlier continued their insidious work. By late 1866 the 

river threatened the fort to such an extent that the army 

h h . 37 soug t anot er s~te. 

Consequently, the government leased approximately 

one hundred acres of the Concordia Ranch, the old Stephenson 

estate, on higher terrain some three miles east of 

36 Broaddus, Legal Heritage of El Paso, 79, 85. 
37Fort Bliss Post Returns, 1865, 1866; Sanger, The 

Story of Old Fort Bliss, 13. 
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Magoffinsville for the new post. Camp Concordia, the orig-

inal appellation, consisted of "two fine large barracks," 

each with a capacity of two hundred men, facing a row of 

six adobe officers' quarters across a tree-lined parade 

ground. On March 13, 1869, the Department of War redesig

nated the post Fort Bliss. 38 

Fort Bliss at Concordia never matched the glamor or 

community acceptance of the pre-Civil War station at 

Magoffinsville. Mrs. Lane carefully noted, "The Fort Bliss 

of 1869 was not the one we knew and enjoyed so much." 

Wrote a social researcher many years later, "Nothing is 

recorded of the social life of the post when it was located 

at Concordia." A traveler conversed with several "melan-

choly officers" at the fort and commiserated, "A man must 

have a truly wonderful devotion to his country who can en-

dure the privations and monotony of a frontier life in that 

out of the way region." The post surgeon described the 

bakery as "poor," bathing facilities lacking except for the 

"slimy" Rio Grande, and troop morals "sadly neglected." Of 

the latter he commented, "the less said the better," citing 

post traders, "Broncho Bailies," and "drink & mujeres" as 

culprits. Yet, rates of death, venereal disease, and de-

39 
sertion remained among the lowest in the West. 

38 Sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, 13. 

39Lane, I Married a Soldier, 163; El Paso Times, 
November 4, 1948; "Texas and Mexico in the 1870s as seen 
by the correspondent of the Chicago·Times," W. H. Timmons 
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Several suggestions present themselves as explana-

tions for the lackluster image of the Concordia post. 

Many of the community leaders had fled the area because of 

their pro-Confederate proclivities, sharply diminishing the 

social circle at the Pass. They returned slowly and cau

tiously and concerned themselves with recouping financial 

losses rather than planning great balls. "I would like it 

pretty well here," mused an emigrant in 1877, "if there 

were more to do in a social way." One also doubts that 

many of the returned exiles eagerly sought association with 

the army that had prompted their uprooting, particularly 

since black troops garrisoned Fort Bliss virtually through-

out the era. Even the post surgeon, frustrated by insuf-

ficient medication to combat recurring bouts of malaria, 

succumbed to racial bias in judging the soldier' morals "a 

fair average for colored troops." 40 

Beyond these matters, the military contingent spent 

an inordinate amount of time in the field attempting to 

stem the lawlessness that swept the area in the wake of the 

Civil War. At the end of that struggle El Paso, shrunken 

Collection, University of Texas at El Paso; Post Medical 
Histories of Fort Bliss, 1865-1894, Department of War, 
Adjutant General's Office, 170, 183, 191, 241, 261. 

40sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 168; Walter L. 
Kohlberg, translator, "Letters of Ernst Kohlberg, 1875-
1877," Southwestern Studies, no. 38 (El Paso, 1973), 51; 
Post Medical Histories, 215. 



33 

in population, had stood virtually isolated from the rest 

of the nation, with no stage line, mail route, or freight

ing company operating within the region. Warring Apaches 

reasserted their claim to the countryside. From Concordia 

Mrs. Lane wrote, " . when we travelled with small par-

ties we were afraid to speak loud, or have a fire or light, 

lest we attract the attention of the Indians, never far 

away." 41 

A state of flurry persisted on the Mexican border, 

first due to the efforts of the supporters of Benito Juarez 

to wrest control from Maximilian and the French army and 

later because of the power struggle between the late 

Juarez' lieutenants Sebastian Lerdo de Tejada and Porfirio 

Diaz. A transplanted German merchant at Paso del Norte 

confided to his family in 1877, "We have been expecting a 

declaration of war of the United States against Mexico all 

summer 

pen. . 

. . It would be the best thing that could hap

'"42 

Additionally, El Paso in the 1870s was reduced to 

hardened types of a more dangerous temperament than the 

toughs who had gathered at the bars and brothels of seamy 

pre-war days. Many of these believed the railroads near 

at hand and thought to make their mark, legally or 

41El Paso Times, 
Soldier, 170; White, Out 
1869. 

May 6, 1973; Lane, I Married a 
of the Desert, 66; Post Returns, 

42 sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 162, 203; Kohl
berg, "Letters of Ernst Kohlberg," 61. 
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otherwise, in the accompanying boom. Although responsi-

bility for their control rested primarily on the civil arm 

of government, the presence and activities of this element 

kept the valley in a state of unease and the soldiers in a 

d . . f d" 43 con ~t~on o rea ~ness. 

As with the abandonment of Fort Bliss in the early 

1850s, the removal of the garrison from Concordia unleashed 

a burst of violence upon the valley which compelled a re-

turn of the troops. By late 1876 the soldiers had quelled 

the marauding Indians of the immediate area to the extent 

that the army ordered the garrison westward to the scene of 

more extensive Indian activity. Within months of the clo

sure of'Fort Bliss, however, political factionalism sparked 

a series of murders which a locally-based military force 

might have prevented. Charles Howard shot to death a for-

mer political ally, Luis Cardis, and boldly sought to pro-

secute supporters of Cardis at San Elizario who hauled 

salt from nearby lakes to which Howard laid claim. Neither 

a naively commanded military detachment from Fort Bayard 

nor an impromptu formation of inexperienced Texas Rangers 

at El Paso proved competent to rescue Howard from ambush 

in the valley town. Mexicans at San Elizario lynched 

43sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 174, 175, 212; 
Sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, 14-15; Federal and 
state law officers could, however, enlist the aid of the 
army for tasks beyond their resources. Sandstrum, "Fort 
Bliss," 129-130. 
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Howard and committed outrages on the area until stilled by 

the entry of the "Buffalo Soldiers" of the Ninth Cavalry. 

The so-called Salt War played a decisive role in the deci

sion of the Department of War to reestablish Fort Bliss 

44 at the mountain pass. 

A mixed force consisting of Troop L of the Ninth 

Cavalry and Companies A, G, and I of the Fifteenth Infan-

try arrived at El Paso on New Year's Day, 1878, but not at 

the old quarters at Concordia. With the previous site in 

ruins, the army rented dwellings and warehouses, vacated 

becauses of the depressed condition of business, in the 

downtown area. The soldiers drilled in the public square, 

giving this temporary fort the highest visibility of any 

garrison in the history of the city. 45 

Economic considerations determined the next relo-

cation of Fort Bliss. The railroads, construction stalled 

by the Panic of 1873, again pushed toward El Paso from Fort 

Worth, San Antonio, and Yuma by the end of the decade, 

sending downtown realty values aloft and attracting emi-

grants who congested areas adjoining the fort. The 

44sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, 13; 
Sonnichsen, Pass or-fhe North, 20I-210; William H. Leckie, 
The Buffalo Soldiers_: __ A Narrative of the Negro Cavalry in 
the West (Norman, 1967)~ 190; White-,-Out of the Desert, 99-
104. 

45 Sanger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss, 15; Richard 
K. McMaster, Musket, Saber, and~ssile: A History of 
Fort Bliss (El Paso, 1962), ~ 



national government now considered the $2,500 per annum 

rent previously paid to owners of the Concordia property 

exorbitant, precluding a reestablishment of the fort at 

36 

that site. Accordingly, a board of military officers con

tracted to purchase from the heirs of Simeon Hart, Juan 

and Antonio, a tract of 135 acres hear Hart's Mill, under 

authority of an act of Congress approved February 4, 

1879. 46 

Economic factors likewise influenced the manner and 

duration of the construction of the fort. Although Con

gress appropriated forty thousand dollars for the acquisi

tion of property and construction of the buildings, the 

contractor estimated costs at four times that amount. Con-

sequently, the army resolved to utilize military labor to 

hold expenses to a minimum. Because of field duty, corn-

pounded by Indian escapes from New Mexico reservations, the 

work proceeded very slowly. Not until December of 1880 did 

the occupants of the rented downtown quarters move into 

their new, and supposedly permanent, location just west of 

the city. The Hart's Mill installation constituted the 

most modern fort yet to grace the area. The reservation 

spanned a thousand yards of riverfront above the dam, 

46 
Sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 212, 214-215; 

M. H. Thomlinson, The Garrison of Fort Bliss, 1849-1916 
(El Paso, 1945), 2~Sanger, The-Story of Old Fort Bliss, 
16; White, Out of the Desert,-r58 . 
. . 



almost precisely at the site of the mountain pass. Its 

structures boasted shingled roofs and the two-storied 

37 

officers' quarters sported porches, in marked contrast to 

the previous frontier posts of earthen floors and thatched 

roofs. 47 

Although the long-anticipated railroads, which 

penetrated the Pass in 1881, converted El Paso almost over-

night from an isolated town to a booming young city, the 

garrison at Fort Bliss retained through much of that decade 

the protective responsibility for the community which it 

had exercised traditionally. Mexican and American troops 

collaborated to end the raidings of Victorio in 1880, while 

other Apache chiefs such as Geronimo, Loco, and Nana re-

mained at bay. Fort Bliss served as a hostel for cavalry-

men en route to the western campaigns; in the spring of 

1885 the entire Tenth Cavalry refreshed at the Pass before 

launching a final thrust against Geronimo, whose capture 

the following year ended Indian depredations on the south

western frontier. Mrs. Robert Lee Howze relished a child-

hood memory of a band of Indian scouts who journeyed into 

El Paso one payday, evidently squandering their wages on 

"every white elephant in stock." She watched them reel 

drunkenly back to the base wearing such unseemly items as 

47Thomlinson, The Garrison of Fort Bliss, 23; 
McMaster, Musket, Sabe~and Missil~ 34. 
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women's garments, long drawers, and high silk hats. 48 

Tensions along the Mexican border threatened to 

erupt into violence in 1886, causing El Pasoans to appre

ciate further the existence of a friendly military force 

within their midst. The incident which ballooned into an 

international issue involved an abrasive newsman named 

Augustus K. Cutting, who previously had practiced his trade 

on the left bank but now published a newspaper at Paso del 

Norte in partnership with a Mexican citizen. When a po-

tential rival, Emigdio Medina, circulated a prospectus on 

the right bank, Cutting labeled Medina a "fraud" and ac-

cused him of attempting to swindle advertisers. Medina 

promptly sued, and a Mexican court forced Cutting to print 

a retraction. However, Cutting immediately stalked -into 

El Paso and purchased space in the Herald, reiterating the 

charge and adding the allegation "deadbeat" to "fraud," 

while branding Medina's court action "contemptible and 

cowardly." The American foolheartedly returned to Paso 

del Norte as soon as the issue hit the streets, an action 

resulting in arrest for libel and contempt of court. Pend

ing trial the Mexican court denied Cutting bail, confining 

him in a crowded cell lacking even rudimentary comforts. 49 

48McMaster, Musket, Saber, and Missile, 35; Mrs. 
Robert Lee Howze, "Recollections ofCITd Fort Bliss," Pass
word, III, no. 1 (January, 1958), 33. 

49Mr. Brigham to Mr. Porter, Paso del Norte, 
1, 1886, Papers Relating to the Forei~n Relations of 
United States, 1886 (Washington, 1887 , 691-692. 
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News of the court action produced consternation at 

El Paso and a series of diplomatic exchanges between the 

United States and Mexico. Washington maintained that any 

infraction of the law by Cutting had occurred in the United 

States and was not prosecutable in Mexico. Additionally, 

it accused of Mexico of depriving Cutting of "sanctions of 

justice which all civilized nations hold in common," such 

as bail. The Times denounced the imprisonment of its for-

mer employee as "an unjustifiable outrage," while a compet-

itor stated in yet stronger terms: "This is not the first 

occasion of the kind, and it is about time Mexico should be 

taught to respect this Government." In late July Secretary 

of State Thomas F. Bayard instructed his minister in Mexico 

"to demand of the Mexican Government the instant release of 

A. K. Cutting. " With Mexico claiming jurisdiction 

over a violator of Mexican law if apprehended on Mexican 

soil, the American consul in Paso del Norte notified his 

government of a massing of troops at that border point. 

An El Paso editor warned his readership of the "martial 

air" across the river, contrasting "the supremely calm 

indifference of majestic old Uncle Sam, who is drowsing at 

Fort Bliss, within a few hundred yards of . the shallow 

mountain stream that can be waded just now with the great

est of ease." 50 

50Mr. Bayard to Mr. Jackson, Washington, July 20, 
1886, ibid., 701; Enclosure 9 in No. 45 - Newspaper 
Articles, ibid., 697; Mr. Bayard to Mr. Jackson, July 20, 
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The much-anticipated Mexican court decision on 

Cutting unleashed a wave of protest in the United States 

which lasted for two weeks. On August 6, 1886, a tribunal 

judged the American guilty and sentenced him to one year's 

imprisonment at hard labor, while assessing a fine of six 

hundred dollars. Angry mobs formed in El Paso, while mass 

meetings as far away as Vicksburg, Mississippi, clamored 

for Cutting's release. Texas Governor John Ireland re-

quested permission from Washington to employ his own re

sources toward freeing Cutting, although the state execu-

tive need not have acted alone: citizen's groups at Las 

Cruces and Denver pledged armed support. Voices at El Paso 

urged the expansion of Fort Bliss to regimental size. 

Then, with American tempers at the boiling point, the state 

supreme court at Chihuahua ordered the release of Cutting, 

deeming his two months of incarceration sufficient punish-

ment. The still indignant Cutting subsequently capital

ized on the publicity by inaugurating a speaking tour. 

Public interest quickly dissipated, however, and he was 

reduced to lecturing without compensation to all who would 

listen to his opinions on Mexican jails and justice.
51 

1886 ,_ ibid. , 701; Mr. Brigham to Mr. Bayard, Paso del 
Norte, July 22, 1886, ibid., 705; John Middagh, Frontier 
Newspaper: TheEl Paso Times (El Paso, 1958), 46. 

51John Middagh, "Editor Cuttings' 'War' with Mex
ico," Password, II, no. 3 (August, 1957), 74-77. 
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The Cutting imbroglio failed to involve Fort Bliss 

directly, but the fracas reinforced El Paso's dedication to 

a military force adequate to protect the community. "El 

Paso could at any time have defended itself against any-

thing that Paso del Norte could have sent over," a jour

nalist bristled. "A't the same time, it is very plain. 

that Fort Bliss ought to be a ten company post." The con-

troversy also inspired interest in a local militia company. 

"Current events," submitted an editor, following Cutter's 

release, "prove conclusively that El Paso ought either to 

have a strong garrison, a regiment at least, at Fort Bliss, 

or a well armed body of citizen soldiery." The latter he 

deemed "more readily obtainable," speculating "we will 

probably have several good volunteer companies in a day or 

t "52 wo. 

Born in a sense of urgency, the militia movement 

at El Paso foundered as the emergency receded. Early Sep-

tember found "Sergeant" F. A. Fritsch busily enrolling 

members "with very fair encouragement." By late October 

the company reached the required minimum of forty enlist

ees, elected officers, and dubbed themselves "El Paso 

Rifles," temporarily abolishing the initiation fee. The 

highlight of the citizenry's first milita company occurred 

52El Paso Times, August 10, 1886, 2 (second quota
tion); September 17, 1886, 2 (first quotation). 
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when the unit participated in the dedication of the state 

capitol before thousands of Texans who assembled daily to 

applaud companies from across the state. The young first 

sergeant W. W. Bridgers fondly recalled years later, "We 

shared the honor with another Texas company of being the 

Governor's guards on the day of the· great dedication 

parade. . " Some of the El Paso guardsmen did not ex-

ceed ages of ten and twelve, all carried small light rifles 

specially designed for the occasion, and the youngsters 

wore gray, swallow-tailed coats, knee-length trousers, 

black stockings, and white shoes. 53 

Subsequently, however, the militia fell on bad 

days as community leaders failed to maintain the intital 

enthusiasm from the younger segment of the populace. A 

news release of May 6, 1888, announced the creation of a 

new company, enlisting more than forty members, but an 

almost identical item appeared a year later. The latter 

group adopted the appelation "El Paso Light Infantry" and 

issued a challenge of competition to the Houston Light 

Guard. A local scribe heralded the enthusiasm of the unit, 

"which, if kept up, will soon give El Paso the crack mili-

tia company of the state." The aforementioned enthusiasm 

continued unabated for several months, during which time 

53 rbid., September 3, 1886, 4; October 22, 1886,4; 
El Paso Herald, October 24, 1929 (quotation). 
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the members successfully raised funds for handsome uniforms 

of blue pants and black coats and staged a Christmas ball 

"ablaze with brass buttons and gold tinsel." 54 

By March of 1890, nevertheless, with membership 

reduced by half, the fortunes of the company had dwindled 

precipitously. Dissension within the ranks produced the 

suspension of a sergeant and a private, while a festival 

on the courthouse lawn "was probably not such a financial 

success as might have been hoped for. " The state en-

campment at San Antonio in mid-July further weakened the 

resolve of the militiamen. The humid weather made sleep 

"almost impossible" and the "rotten meat" spoiled their 

waking hours. In the meantime the Houston company marched 

away with the honors, prompting an observer to remark of 

the El Pasoans, "The boys should work hard until they are 

perfect. That is the way the Houston Light Guards won 

fame." The obstacles, however, proved insurmountable: by 

January of the following year the company stood disbanded, 

"owing to the lack of interest . . by members as well as 

citizens of El Paso." Advocates still insisted that a 

militia unit provided "one of the best advertisements for 

a growing city like ours" and that relinquishment of the 

state permit would cause difficulties upon later reapplica-

tion. El Paso, asserted one die hard, possessed many 

54El Paso Times, May 6, 1888, 5; June 4, 1889, 7 
(quotation); December 24, 1889, 7. 
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"hardy, active young people to be had." 55 

Other military-oriented organizations, fashioned 

during the Hart's Mill phase of Fort Bliss history, fared 

more successfully than the militia. Sporadically, before 

mid-1886, local journals carried news items indicating an 

interest among Union veterans in organizing an El Paso 

chapter of the Grand Army of the Republic. Although the 

city had been a Confederate outpost during the war, anum

ber of members of the occupation forces adopted the area 

as ·their home after Reconstruction, and the railroads de-

livered other Union veterans in search of business oppor-

tunities. By May of 1887 "a number of ex-federal soldiers" 

were discussing seriously the matter and tentatively set-

ting Decoration Day as the target date. In late October 

fifteen veterans, five more than the minimum requirement, 

selected J. A. French and S. J. Bradley as temporary chair-

man and secretary respectively and christened their post 

in honor of Captain Emmett Crawford, a heroic victim of the 

I d . . f h . 56 n lan campalgn o t e prevlous summer. 

The G. A. R. received great encouragement from 

Hazard Frank Gaskey, former member of the California Column 

and sheriff of Jeff Davis County, who migrated to El Paso 

55 Ibid., March 23, 1890, 7; June 6, 1890,2 (first 
quotation); July 16, 1890, 7; July 25, 1890, 7 (second quo
tation); January 8, 1891, 7 (third quotation). 

56Ibid., May 25, 1886, 4; October 27, 1886, 4. 
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in 1889. "He was interested in the Grand Army of the Re

public organizations from the first," subsequently recalled 

his daughter, a long-time resident of the Pass. Gaskey 

played a prominent role in attracting the state encampment 

fo the G. A. R. to El Paso in 1892. The event, attended 

by thousands of members and well-wishers, promoted harmony 

between Union and Confederate exes by displaying posters 

of opposing soldiers of the Civil War clasping hands and 

calling for "Union Forever." Various veterans oriented 

groups at El Paso, such as the Sons of Veterans Camp, Wo

man's Relief Corps, and Camp John C. Brown participated in 

h . 57 
t e ceremon~es. 

The propensity of El Pasoans to seek membership in 

organizations appealing to reconciliation of Unionists and 

Confederates indicated a mood favorable to the presence of 

the military at Fort Bliss. The continued recognition of 

military rank to identify private citizens decades after 

the end of the Civil War also promoted this attitude of 

civic respect for the garrison. Indeed, a casual glance 

through the newspapers of the 1880s reveals the prolifera-

tion of military titles which businessmen sported in that 

era. In the course of one spring day in 1881 Captain C. H. 

Logan, freight agent of the Southern Pacific, presented a 

newsman "a pleasant greeting," Captain G. W. Thomas was 

57 . 
Ibid., March 23, 1959. 
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expected momentarily from San Francisco, and Major N. Rand 

planned to accompany Colonel James L. Marr on an inspection 

of Mexican mining properties. Five years later little had 

changed: Colonel Ashford, city assessor and collector, 

attained the secretaryship of the El Paso Building and Loan 

Association, while Major A. B. Zimpleman, president of the 

Street Railroad Company, remained one of the richest tax-

payers in the county. In late March, 1891, Captain John 

I. Ginn, editor of the Herald, returned from a mining re

gion in the interior of Mexico. Apparently this profusion 

of titles only scratched the surface: "You will notice," 

declared an editor, "that the Times is not fond of printing 

'Captain' or 'Major' or 'Colonel' in front of every 

name." 58 

Even non-military types appreciated the cultural 

benefits of a garrison within the city limits. However, one 

must note that although the fort at Hart's Mill played a 

more prominent societal role than any previous garrison 

since the pre-Civil War installation at Magoffinsville, El 

Paso of the 1880s was no longer the cultural desert of the 

earlier decades. The railroads which boosted the commun-

ity's population ten fold in less than ten years placed 

major theatricals at the disposal of a rapidly sophisticat

ing citizenry. The steel rails converted a formerly 

58 rbid., April 2, 1881, 1, 3; June 13, 1886, 4; 
September 24, 1886, 1; February 7, 1888, 4 (quotqtion); 
March 24, 1891, 7. 



isolated village into a rest station for traveling shows 

between New Orleans and San Francisco. After 1887 such 

internationally acclaimed companies as the Mexican Grand 
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Opera, the Spanish Grand Opera, and the Tavary Grand 

English Opera Company performed in the elaborately orna

mented Myar Opera House. Organizations appealing to a more 

wholesome element than filled the sin parlors of Utah 

Street appeared in the eighties in the form of the 

Y. M. C. A., the free-wheeling but clean-spirited McGinty 

Club, the posh Social Club, and the exclusively male Cactus 

Club. Baseball fever swept the Pass in that decade, re-

sulting in the formation of two ball clubs which sought to 

d . . 1 59 
om~nate area r~va s. 

Nevertheless, the military cultural and social 

contribution was immense. Most of the civic entertainments 

noted above appeared late in the decade, harbingers of the 

boom of the nineties and early twentiety century. And even 

in those later years, El Paso society by no means relegated 

the influence of Fort Bliss to the reservation limits, but 

continued to draw upon its cultural diversity. Fort bands 

provided the first musical institution of the decade and 

remained a staple of both civil and military concerts, 

balls, and all manner of ceremonial functions to the 

59Estelle Goodman Levy, "El Paso Defends Her 
Culture - Opera at the Pass of the North," Password, IV, 
no. 3 (July, 1959), 90-91; Sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 
262-275. 
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present. "Music," said the Pass' most eminent historian, 

II . took a long time to progress beyond the William 

Tell Overture and military marches." Late in 1890 as the 

Fifth Infantry band prepared to depart, a scribe lamented, 

"When the Fort Bliss band will have left here a difficulty 

will be presented in securing music suitable to a society 

event" and called for amateur talent to step forward to 

fill the void. And while El Pasoans eagerly turned out to 

cheer the city's baseballers, they took particular interest 

in frays between the town and fort teams, and newsmen duti-

fully questioned each arriving company at Fort Bliss on 

its athletic expertise. 60 

In a tradition dating from the Magoffinsville era, 

marriages between.dashing young officers and prominent 

local belles strengthened the societal bond between El Paso 

and the fort at Hart's Mill. In two splendorous ceremonies 

Simeon Hart's daughters, Paulina and Carolina, married 

youthful lieutenants Davis and McGunnigle, who later became 

generals. After another celebrated betrothal Emy Ecker, 

whose father managed the Central Hotel, wed Lieutenant 

Normoyle. Such weddings logically culminated from a series 

of social events which attracted young El Pasoans to the 

fort, even though a mule-driven wagon served as the sole 

60sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 258; El Paso 
Times, December 13, 1890, 7-;-wfiife, Out of the Desert, 188-
190. 
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means of transportation between the town and the garrison. 61 

The rank and file troops of the Old Army seldom 

hobnobbed with the cream of society in any military town, 

but their modest salaries in the aggregate presented a 

bonanza to local merchants. Ill served by boredom, demands 

of the flesh, and the infrequency of pay, Hart's Mill sol-

diers, like their counterparts everywhere, tended to in

dulge earthy pleasures as the opportunities arose. Still, 

no major civilian-soldier confrontations emerged during the 

period and the press indulged the enlisted men. "The moon 

was nearly full last night," chuckled a reporter, "but not 

quite as full as some of the boys from Fort Bliss," re-

cently paid. "Nearly every saloon in town was visited by 

the men," the scribe continued the following day, 

II and to the credit of the Fort Bliss boys it is but 

fair to say that their conduct has been without reproach." 

An observer contrasted the impact of the small garrison at 

Hart's Mill with that of the much larger concentration at 

Paso del Norte on the local economy: II . not a cent 

has ever come to our citizens from that source. Do they 

ever pay them over there, or won't they let them come over 

to this side?" The shop and bar keepers also profited from 

the presence of a resident paymaster at Fort Bliss during 

much of its location at Hart's Mill. "A good many 

61El Paso Times, November 4, 1948. 
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discharged men," stated an informed citizen, "come here 

from Arizona to be paid." 62 

While the periodic attraction of army pay mellowed 

the merchants' estimation of the soldiers, it must be said 

that the financial contributions of such industries as the 

railroads and smelters to the local economy dwarfed that 

of the two or three companies garrisoned at the western 

edge of the city. Many El Pasoans simply appreciated the 

proven fighting qualities of the men and sympathized with 

their generally pleasureless existence. Of their infre-

quent sprees the indulgent reporter submitted, " ... but 

they'll get over it, and then soldiers joys are few .. II 

Commenting on the placing of recruiting posters around town 

a local scowled, "All anxious to become food for powder in 

any one of the three branches of the service can apply to 

Lieutenant H. L. Clark at Fort Bliss .... The worst use 

you can put a man to is to make a regular soldier of him." 63 

Community leaders exhibited their fondness for the 

officers and men as the opportunities arose. When the 

Tenth Cavalry received orders to prepare to transfer to 

Arizona in the spring of 1885, businessmen sponsored a com-

plimentary farewell party at the Pierson Hotel, though they 

62 rbid., May 29, 1883, 4 (first quotation); May 30, 
1883, 4 (second quotation); April 6, 1887, 4 (fourth quo
tation); El Paso Herald, May 13, 1884, 4 (third quotation). 

63El Paso Times, May 6, 1883, 4 (second quotation); 
May 30, 1883, 4 (first quotation). 
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were losing, not gaining, customers. And more than antici-

pated profits provoked the indignation felt by many El 

Pasoans at the refusal of the Third Cavalry commander, days 

later, to allow his charges to enter the city while en 

route to camp, lest they desert across the river. "The 

squads of armed men who paraded our streets in search of 

cavalrymen without permits," swore one resident, "could 

have been lodged in the cooler to satisfy the indignation 

of our best society who offered hospitalities that were in 

a measure rejected." 64 

The high community regard for the Hart's Mill gar-

rison generally excluded Fort Bliss as an issue in local 

elections, but an exception of sorts occurred in the 

mayoralty race of 1885. J. Fisher Satterthwaite, a promi

nent land developer, interjected in his platform a plank 

favoring the augmentation of the fort. "The increase of 

the size of the military at Fort Bliss," it proclaimed, 

"may be accomplished by the use of influence and by persis

tent efforts toward this end." The candidate's enthusi-

asts attributed to his influence a recent federal appropri-

ation of five thousand dollars for the construction of a 

road linking the town and the fort. Nevertheless, neither 

the military issue nor promises of low taxes, civic im-

provements, uniformed police, and the establishment of a 

64 rbid., April 14, 1885, 4; April 30, 1885, 4 
(quotation). 
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college overcame the voter appeal of Democrat haberdasher 

R. C. Lightbody, who carried all four wards on his way to 

a two-term administration. Interestingly, the advice of 

candidate Satterthwaite that the community press for the 

enlargement of Fort Bliss soon bore'fruit. 65 

The relocation and enlargement of Fort Bliss in 

1893 resulted partly from the city's first involvement in 

matters previously left to the Department of War. Govern-

ment decisions heretofore had placed and withdrawn garrisons 

at various points of the frontier in accordance with mili-

tary efforts to push the Indians westward onto reservations 

and to pacify the Mexican border. By the time Washington 

prepared to reappraise its western strategy in the 1880s, 

however, El Paso's rapid growth and the rise to power of 

far-sighted citizens sensitive to the strategic, economic, 

and social importance of a sizeable military installation 

in their midst combined to assure the West Texas city a 

formidable voice in the formulation of that policy.
66 

The penultimate decade of the last century wit-

nessed the linking of the southwestern frontier to the 

terior through the completion of various rail systems. 

. 
~n-

Technology permitted and therefore suggested the abandon-

ment of many small, temporary forts in favor of 

65 Ibid., August 8, 1885, 4 (quotation); August 9, 
1885, 2; August 12, 1885, 4. 

66 sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 249. 
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concentrations of large forces at strategic sites along the 

1ailroads, from which Washington could dispatch masses of 

troops as emergencies arose. Accordingly, Commanding Gen-

eral of the Army William T. Sherman set in motion in 1880 

a survey of military forts of the southwest. General 

Philip H. Sheridan, commanding the Division of the Missou

ri, recommended early the following year that the army con

struct a multi-company post and depot at Fort Selden, New 

Mexico, a distance of well over a hundred miles from El 

Paso. General Sherman, however, personally inspected the 

frontier posts in the spring of 1882 and concluded Fort 

Bliss more advantageous than Selden and suggested to the 

Secretary of War the establishment of a regimental infantry 

post at El Paso at an estimated expense of $100,000. 67 

Several factors contributed to the delay of General 

Sherman's ambitious plan for a period of five years. The 

Hart's Mill site evoked considerable criticism of its slze 

and location. Due to an oversight, the deed failed to 

award to the government the full 134.85 acres intended by 

the heirs of Simeon Hart, a matter not reconciled until 

mid-1886. Then, too, the extens·ion of a railroad across 

the parade ground in 1881 further reduced the dimensions 

of the reservation if facilitating logistics, although an 

observer described the new platform of the Santa Fe line 

67George Ruhlen, "The Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 
Password, XIX, no. 4 (Fall, 1974), 188-192. 
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as "about as much of a nuisance as it is a convenience." 

It must have seemed less convenient yet a few years later 

when a spark from a passing engine allegedly ignited an 

army corral, burning to death twenty mules and five horses. 

General Sheridan, for his part, thought the post "too small 

and made worse by the railroads cutting it up." Others 

questioned the location: "A couple of twelve-pound How-

itzers mounted on the hill just across the river would 

knock it into a cocked-hat in about fifteen minutes " , 

opined one critic. Finally, the Department of War undoubt-

edly considered the price tag, in excess of $1,650,000, of 

Sherman's overall reorganizational plan excessive, for it 

recommended only piecemeal appropriations to Congress. The 

national legislature responded in early 1883 with a mere 

ten thousand dollars for Fort Bliss, a fifth of the sum 

asked by the department, precluding immediate enaction of 

Sherman's grand design. 68 

Meanwhile, El Pasoans took heart at the slgns of 

activity at Fort Bliss and encouraged their continuance. 

In the spring of 1883 the press favorably reported the ten 

thousand dollar appropriation for improvements at the fort 

and the progress of a government road from the installation 

68 . 
El Paso Times, May 12, 1887, 1; Lone Star, 

November 16, 1881, 3 (first quotation); El Paso Herald, 
January 6, 1884, 4 (third quotation); Ruhlen, "Genesis 
of New Fort Bliss," 192 (second quotation), 194. 



55 

to the city. A month later a reporter described General 

Sheridan, new Commanding General of the Army, as a recent 

convert to a proposal which would expand Bliss to a six-

company post and regional supply depot. "Fort Bliss is 

sure to be the infantry and supply depot of the southwest," 

predicted a civic booster. In late June the press saluted 

commanding officer Major Joshua Fletcher, Jr. for having 

"metamorphosed the post from a few miserable adobes into 

good substantial barracks and officers' quarters" with the 

recent appropriation. The road, however, appeared "not a 

good five thousand dollar job; the work on it was hardly 

more than begun." As the year 1883 waned, an editor scored 

as niggardly the governmental expenditures for fort im-

provements: "Our government has failed to provide gener-

ously for a fort of such future great importance as Bliss." 

He called for "one man of ability, good taste and profes-

sional accomplishment," rather than a board, to "begin and 

finish building a new post." 69 

The year 1884 brought another modest appropriation 

and raised local expectations of more. General David S. 

Stanley, commanding the Department of Texas, inspected Fort 

Bliss in late summer, an event forecasting the transfer of 

69El Paso Times, April 12, 1883, 2; May 8, 1883, 2 
(first quotation); July 24, 1883, 4; September 19, 1883, 4 
(second quotation); September 27, 1883, 2 (third quota
tion). 
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the fort from the jurisdiction of the Department of Arizona 

to Texas. On that occasion General Stanley told the press 

that he favored establishing a large military post at the 

Pass. With increased numbers of visitors frequenting the 

local fort because of the recently improved road, the Fort 

Bliss quartermaster officer announced in late September the 

receipt of twenty thousand dollars in appropriations to 

complete the unfinished buildings. Late in the year Juan 

and Antonio Hart, adult heirs to the Hart estate, publi-

cized their intention of perfecting the title to Fort 

Bliss, thereby assuring the army the entirety of the in-

tended cession. At the same time the two men roundly 

denied accusations from some quarters that certain improve-

ments supposedly made on the reservation actually rested 

70 on their adjoining property. 

The year 1885 witnessed no new developments, but 

the following twelve-month period saw the perfection of the 

title to the Hart's Mill garrison and increased speculation 

as to that site's future. Captain J. G. Ballance appeared 

at the Pass in late July to complete the transfer of title 

to the government and promised an immediate expenditure of 

five thousand dollars for construction of a water system 

at the fort, to be followed by "improvements and enlarge-

ments." This prompted a local to speculate, "When private 

70 rbid., August 16, 1884, 4; September 24, 1884, 
4; December 30, 1884, 4. 
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land-holders get a clear title, they usually go heavily 

into improving and building, and we trust that our re-

spected uncle will do the same." The recent Cutting epi-

sode placed an edge on expansionist arguments: "Recent 

events, which it is unnecessary to specify more closely, 

have demonstrated that a ten or twelve company post would 

be a very handy thing to have around El Paso," submitted 

an advocate. When, late in the year, the army and the city 

agreed on a measure to supply the post with water from the 

municipal reservoir, an observer reacted optimistically: 

"Every circumstance seems favorable to expect that with 

reasonable exertion we can secure a post there of no less 

than six companies of infantry. This would mean to our 

merchants and businessmen an expenditure of over five 

71 thousand dollars per month." 

Although 1887 proved a favorable turning point for 

the expansion of Fort Bliss, early activity of the year 

produced unease at the Pass. The recommendation of General 

Nelson A. Miles to transfer the headquarters of the Tenth 

Infantry from El Paso to Fort Union foreshadowed a fortu

nate change in military jurisdiction over Fort Bliss, but 

such was not readily apparent. It could also have meant 

the abandonment of the post in favor of concentrations of 

71 rbid., July 24, 1886, 4 (first quotation); July 
25, 1886, 2 (second and third quotations); November 11, 
1886, 2 (fourth quotation). 
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troops elsewhere, an idea frequently expressed. An editor 

wondered aloud, "How the importance of Fort Bliss can re-

main almost disregarded by army officers," assigning to it 

"unworthy motives of a petty class." The writer antici-

pated a later public relations campaign by citing five 

trunk lines converging on the city, community wealth of 

twenty million dollars, and government statistics showing 

Fort Bliss the most healthful military installation in the 

nation. With recent border incidents in mind, he suggested 

the "high moral effect that a formidable garrison would 

have upon our travelling Mexican neighbors." 72 

El Paso's fortunes turned upward in the spring of 

1887. Major General Alfred Terry, accompanied by Colonel 

J. G. C. Lee, inspected the fort in late April, inspiring 

a press comment, "Something is in the wind." Shortly 

thereafter, El Pasoans read of the transfer of Fort Bliss 

from the Department of Arizona to the Department of Texas, 

the latter commanded by General Stanley, a known advocate 

of expansion. In late summer Stanley inspected Bliss and 

subsequently criticized to the Department of War the fort's 

restricted size and location. A few weeks later, he dis-

patched an aide to appraise potential area sites for a new 

post. The action drew sparks from General B. H. Grierson, 

commander of the District of New Mexico, who overstepped 

72 rbid., January 5, 1887, 2; January 12, 1887, 2 
(quotation). 



his jurisdiction to advocate publicly the abandonment of 

Fort Bliss along with smaller western garrisons, while 

asking the ·augmentation of Fort Selden. 73 

59 

The possibility of relocating and expanding Fort 

Bliss, together with knowledge of opposition within the 

army to the plan, encouraged a major effort at the Pass in 

support of Stanley's recommendation. More than fifty busi

ness and political leaders, including the mayor, a judge, 

and the customs collector, organized the El Paso Develop

ment Board, under the presidency of S. W. Russell, to ad-

dress a pamphlet advocating the move to the Texas congres-

. 1 d 1 . 74 
s~ona e egat~on. 

Entitled "El Paso's Claims to a Large Military 

Post-- Advantages," the brochure employed maps, tables, 

charts, and statistics ·to argue the case for expansion. 

It described El Paso as a community of ten thousand with 

city property assessed at more than five million dollars 

and county property at double that amount. The booklet 

cited the presence of 150 mercantile houses in the city; 

three national banks; two smelters; six churches; two stock 

yards; four public schools; gas, water, and electric com-

panies; and an eighty thousand dollar opera house among 

73 rbid., March 20, 1887, 2 (quotation); April 6, 
1887, 4; October 30, 1887, 2; Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort 
Bliss," 196. 

74Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 196-197. 
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assets. It emphasized health conditions allegedly superior 

to any in the nation, a death rate of 5.2 per thousand in 

contrast to 36.806 per thousand at San Antonio, and noted 

only eighteen deaths at Fort Bliss within the past seven 

years. Altogether, the pamphlet presented an impressive 

and professional appearance, indicating a recognition on 

the part of the city fathers of the actual and potential 

value of the garrison to the community and constituting the 

first organized effort on their part to influence policies 

of the Department of War on other than strictly strategic 

75 grounds. 

Economic advantages of an enlarged Fort Bliss 

materialized quickly. Mere disclosure of the proposal 

precipitated a land boom in the area of the anticipated 

site. Amid rumors that the government favored an east-

side location, a group of businessmen founded the East El 

Paso Town Company in 1887 to develop an area near the Con

cordia estate. The following February the company sold 

250 lots in one day at a total price of over eighteen 

hundred dollars. A reporter juqged the prices "by no means 

exorbitant," but calculated to "insure the purchasers large 

profits in the near future." Within two years a visiting 

Dallas investor could speak in more glowing terms of the 

potential profits in El Paso realty than in his native 

75 . 
El Paso Times, December 10, 1887, 5. 
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c~ty. 

Reports of the impending demise of Fort Davis 
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reached the Pass in mid-1888 and strengthened the optimism 

of El Pasoans. The Marfa newspaper lamented the expected 

loss to that area's economy, which prompted a joyous, if 

insensitive, response from an El Paso counterpart: "Fort 

Davis' loss would undoubtedly be El Paso's gain. The 

abandonment of the smaller posts in West Texas would mean 

concentration on the more important ones." 77 

The year 1889 marked a period of anticipation cli

maxed by victory through legislative approval the following 

year. The press continued editorials favorable to the pro-

ject, such as one in January which stated, "The claim of 

this city for a larger post is being pressed now before 

Congress and may result in moving Fort Bliss to a beauti-

ful site just north of the city on the high table lands." 

In June of 1889 a newspaper maintained local interest in the 

matter by reprinting a statement from the Galveston News: 

"The military authorities are of the opinion that the time 

has come when Congress should consider the expediency of 

erecting large and permanent posts upon the Mexican fron-

tier at such points as will give easy and rapid cornrnunica-

tion." The major Gulf coast daily believed such plans 

76 rbid., November 3, 1887, 8; February 21, 1888, 5 
(quotation); February 25, 1890, 7. 

77 rbid., May 5, 1888, 5. 



favored El Paso and Nogales and would effect a string of 

forts roughly one hundred miles apart along the Mexican 
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border between Forts Brown and Bliss, with reserve forces 

78 on hand at San Antonio and Fort Clark. 

Several weeks later, the local press followed with 

a reprint from the Fort Worth Gazette which quoted General 

Stanley's recommendation to abandon Concho and Davis and 

obtain "a large tract in or near El Paso for another post." 

Authorities still debated the new location of Fort Bliss, 

although sites "located on the river at the lower part of 

the city, or on the elevation back of the Southern Pacific 

shops, just at the base of the Franklin Mountains" report-

edly drew support. A local editor rejoiced over the dis-

cussions: "It will require the expenditure of several hun-

dred thousand dollars . . . and El Paso will get a large 

79 portion of the money expended." 

By early 1890 El Paso publishers no longer needed 

to fan interest by reproducing excerpts from distant news

papers or circulating rumors from Washington. In late 

January Texas Representative S. W. T. Lanham and Senator 

John H. Reagan concurrently introduced bills providing for 

the sale of Fort Bliss and purchase by the Secretary of 

War of a tract between 300 and 640 acres in an area within 

78 Ibid., January 1, 1889, 7 (first quotation); 
June 5, 1889, 7 (second quotation). 

79 Ibid., June 28, 1889, 7. 
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ten miles of El Paso for the construction of a twelve-

company post. The legislation authorized the secretary to 

spend up to twenty dollars per acre to a maximum of 

$150,000. El Pasoans rejoiced at the passage of the act 

in mid-February and the presidential approval which fol

lowed within a month. 80 

Confusion mingled with elation, however, when 

locals learned of alterations in the original legislation. 

The completed enactment restricted the sum of $150,000 to 

construction only, no longer specified the size of the 

garrison, increased the minimum land requirement to a 

thousand acres, and now required the donation of the land 

without cost to the government. The press attributed the 

modifications to the recommendations of Commanding General 

of the Army John M. Schofield, who believed the previously 

designated acreage insufficient and drew upon little publi-

cized statements in the aforementioned brochure that El 

Pasoans stood ready to donate land for a new Fort Bliss. 

The civic leaders who had tendered the offer now appeared 

somewhat surprised and disgruntled that the government so 

willingly accepted their generosity. 81 

Advocates of the enlargement plan then faced the 

task of convincing the more reluctant among them that the 

80Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 198; El 
Paso Herald, February 18, 1890, 4; March 12, 1890, 4. 

81Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 199-200. 



64 

advantages of a large army post in their midst outweighed 

the expense of raising a subscription to purchase the 

necessary property in order to turn it over to the gov-

ernment. Major Anson Mills cautioned the citizenry that a 

few disgruntled or greedy persons could torpedo the pro-

ject because of disagreement within the army as to the 

desirability of locating garrisons near cities. He empha-

sized that government policy dictated the donation of a 

military site if El Paso were to receive an expanded in-

stallation. Mills pointed out that each of the tracts 

under consideration lay within five miles of the court-

h • II ouse, notLng .. . the adjacent two thousand acres will 

be more than doubled in value." A supporter assured the 

public that construction could begin within four months, 

implo.ring: "By all means let the site or sites be for-

mally offered at once. II In early May area business-

men formed the El Paso Progressive Association with the 

purpose of securing an acceptable site for the army. After 

a reshuffling of officials, the organization elevated 

Judge Joseph Magoffin to the presidency and petitioned the 

government to dispatch representatives to survey possible 

locations for the new base. 82 

Washington responded several weeks later by naming 

82El Paso Times, February 22, 1890, 4 (second quo

tation); March 21, 1890, 7 (first quotation); Ruhlen, 

"Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 201. 
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General Stanley to head an inspection team. The group of 

officers spent five days in the company of a committee of 

the Progressive Association before choosing a thousand 

acres on the mesa "below the point of Mount Franklin." 

Following discussions with the land owners, a citizens' 

committee agreed to offer C. R. Morehead and B. H. Davis 

twenty dollars per acre for 176 acres, B. D. Russell five 

dollars per acre for 640 acres, and R. L. Meyer and W. J. 

Glenn $6.25 an acre for 184 acres, a total of $8,700. 

Although the amount exceeded by double previous estimates 

of cost to the community, the committee then pledged it

self to raise the sum by subscription. 83 

The task proved sufficiently arduous to jeopardize 

the measure momentarily. Added to the discontent expressed 

by various presons that the community must donate the pro

perty to the government was the question of the compara

tively hefty price asked by Morehead and Davis for their 

acreage. The committee justified the expense by maintain

ing that the portion of their tract selected for the fort 

so cut into the remainder of their property as to reduce 

its utility greatly, an argument somewhat at variance with 

the expectations of speculators that all adjoining lands 

would increase in value. Accordingly, the subscription 

committee encountered resistance as it inaugurated the 

83
Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 201-202. 
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campaign. The press quoted one member as on the verge of 

quitting because many persons desired the benefits of a 

large post without wanting to meet the cost. Warning that 

further delay might cool Washington toward the plan and 

that Laredo actively sought the fort, an editor admon-

84 
ished, "We do not want any drones." 

There the matter hung for the remainder of the 

summer of 1890. Public leaders continued to clamor for 

contributions. "The expenditure of $175,000 here in the 

construction of buildings will prove a great benefit to 

our workingmen and our supply houses," assured one. In 

late July El Pasoans read that the committee had raised 

the sum and that within six months Fort Bliss could house 

one thousand troops who would place $14,000 into the local 

economy each month, an amount unmatched by any industry 

save smelting. Dwelling on economic advantages, a scribe 

opined that the fort would surpass other enterprises by 

means of "fat government contracts" which would keep prof-

its in El Paso rather than channel them to distant corpora-

tion offices. However, several days later newspapers con-

fided "the amount is not raised." An advocate of expan-

sion complained, "Laredo and Deming would like to get a 

chance at it for twenty-four hours, while San Antonio does 

not believe we have nine thousand dollars." 85 

84rbid., 202; El Paso Times, July 26, 1890, 7. 

85El Paso Times, July 29, 1890, 4 (first quota
tion); July 30, 1890, 7 (second quotation); August 2, 1890, 
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Proponents hammered at anticipated economic assets 

of a large post, indicating the line of argument most at

tractive to potential contributors. The press quoted the 

San Antonio Express that a fourteen company post equaled 

in value "a dozen manufacturers." Meanwhile, a leading 

member of the Progressive Association brought in a water 

well on the proposed site, assuring the army and the cit

izenry of the viability of the location. Finally, in 

September the newspapers announced the attainment of "that 

nine thousand dollars" along with the list of subscribers. 

The latter included C. D. Eddy, W. H. Austin, E. B. Bron-

son, S. Newman, C. R. Morehead, B. H. Davis, Charles Davis, 

and G. J. Beall at $1,000 each; Joseph Magoffin, East El 

Paso Town Company, Gas, Electric Light and Power Company, 

First National Bank, State National Bank, El Paso National 

Bank at $250 each; and Mexican Ore and El Paso Smelting at 

$100. The presence of such numbers of business leaders and 

firms on the subscription list indicated the wisdom of sup

porters of the plan in focusing their arguments primarily 

. . 86 on econom~c ~ssues. 

There followed several months of self-

congratulation and a continued rise in real estate values. 

"El Paso property is always in demand," boasted an observer 

7 (quotation); September 27, 1890, 7. 

86 rbid., August 15, 1890, 7; August 26, 1890, 7 
(quotation); September 27, 1890, 7. 
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of the market. "So many profitable investments have been 

made here that property owners are reluctant to part with 

their real estate." As confirmation of the glowing realty 

reports, an army officer, shortly after the close of the 

subscription campaign, paid $35,000 for a block of land on 

the east side of town which had sold for $4,000 six years 

earlier. The following spring a real estate office 

acknowledged conducting more sales in a period of one week 

than had been made "within a long time by all agencies 

combined. •' 87 

Meanwhile, however, a serpent appeared in Eden. 

Quartermaster General R. N. Batchelder insisted to Captain 

George Ruhlen, officer in charge of construction of the new 

fort, that the latter inform the city of the army's need 

of an additional tract of more than two hundred adjoining 

acres for the location of a rail siding and road. Civic 

leaders received the word in late 1890 with exasperation. 

They implored Representative Lanham to move Batchelder from 

his allegedly excessive demand, but the general remained 

adamant. Secretary of War Redfield Proctor, siding with 

Batchelder, urged Lanham to advise El Pasoans not to allow 

"reasons of economy" to block the relocation of Fort Bliss. 

Lanham hastened to do so, reminding locals that the city 

87 rbid., September 27, 1890, 7; September 28, 
1890, 4 (first quotation); May 29, 1891, 7 (second quo
tation). 



had been fortunate in the support thus far tendered the 

project by the department. 88 
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The subscription committee now faced the unenviable 

task of returning to the public for additional funds to 

finance the removal and reconstruction of the local garri-

son. The augmented committee concentrated its campaign on 

railroads, obtaining in early February a thousand dollars 

from the Galveston, Harrisburg, and San Antonio Railroad, 

but none from other lines, although it did obtain an equal 

amount from all other additional sources. Since this left 

the committee at least $4,000 short of the goal, civic 

leaders published an open letter the following day asking 

"decisive, prompt action." This final appeal sent the 

total to $6,825 from approximately forty subscribers, the 

largest donations coming from the Southern Pacific Rail-

road; t.he Campbell Real Estate Company; Morehead, Davis, 

Beall & Davis; and J. H. Sampson. The sum purchased for 

the government the property of W. J. Glenn, R. L. Mayer, 

C. R. Morehead, B. H. Davis, T. J. Beall, and Charles 

Davis. 89 

"We may look forward to lively times in El Paso," 

enthused an expansionist, echoing the mood of a community 

88Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 203; El 
Paso Times, January 27, 1891, 7 (quotation). 

89El Paso Times, February 9, 1891, 7; February 10, 
1891, 7 (quotation); Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 
208. 
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awaiting "fat government contracts." In mid-August the 

Department of War approved the construction plans for bar

racks and officers' quarters submitted by Captain Ruhlen, 

and the officer prepared to advertise for bids. After some 

months the government awarded contracts for the construe-

tion of all buildings except barracks to George H. Evans 

and Company, Topeka, Kansas; barracks construction to 

F. L. Stevenson, Dallas; plumbing to Hammer and Caples, El 

Paso; iron works on the guardhouse to F. L. Weinghen, San 

Antonio; iron tank and trestle to King Iron Bridge Company, 

Cleveland, Ohio; steam pumping machinery and iron mains, 

hydrants, and valves to Davis and Symons, El Paso; sewer 

works to Charles Schumme, San Antonio; and drilling wells 

to E. S. Newman, El Paso. C. R. Logan, J. Caldwell, and 

S. W. Russell of El Paso received the award to develop a 

temporary water supply for use during construction. 90 

The press then embarked on a running commentary on 

the progress of the work and new developments at Washing-

ton. "Work on the new post is progressing nicely," noted 

one item, "and on the first of next month two hundred men 

will be at work on the different contracts." In the summer 

of 1892 it reported an authorization for additional build

ings, doubling the projected size of the post. Later that 

90El Paso Times, February 25, 1891, 7 (quotation); 
August 13, 1891, 7; June 4, 1892, 2. 
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month 140 men labored at excavating ditches, laying pipes, 

and placing foundations, with another 100 expected momen-

tarily. In the spring of 1893 Captain Ruhlen and several 

contractors welcomed five coaches of festive El Pasoans 

to the semi-completed installation, providing them with a 

tour of the facility, dinner, and refreshments. The army 

tentatively set July 4 as the official inauguration of the 

new Fort Bliss, a date subsequently moved back to the 

autumn of the year. Evidently few El Pasoans lost interest 

as a result of the delays: in October the city warmly 

greeted the Regimental Headquarters, Band, and Companies 

A, C, D, and H of the Eighteenth Infantry to the new post 
91 on the mesa. 

In assessing the local economic impact of the con-

struction of the new Fort Bliss, one must remember that El 

Paso had depended upon a variety of industries for its 

well-being since the arrival of the railroads in 1881. 

"During the decade from 1880 to 1890," proclaimed a civic 

booster, ''its growth far excelled that of any other Texas 

town . . . but that growth was steady and constant and 

solid." It became axiomatic among local partisans that 

El Paso never experienced a boom or a bust. The iron 

horse, rather than an augmented garrison, modernized El 

91Ibid., Harch 7, 1892,2; August 7, 1892, 6 (quo
tation); August 14, 1892, 7; Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort 
Bliss," 211-212. 
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Still, the relocation and expansion of Fort Bliss 

contributed handsomely to an already vibrant economy. 

Since the project constituted the largest construction 

program in the history of the Pass, it scarcely could have 

been otherwise. The leadership of the business community 

sensed the economic potential with the first whispers from 

Washington, though it had to press this viewpoint on some 

of the more myopic within the ranks. The frequent refer-

ences to the salubrity of business conditions during a 

national depression suggest that the massive building 

campaign cushioned the impact of the Panic of 1893. While 

the nation buckled under the weight of the most serious 

financial downturn in twenty years, an editor asserted, 

"Things are not in bad shape here . . . El Paso is all 

. ht 1193 
r~g . 

An era ended with the inauguration of New Fort 

Bliss. The series of rudimentary frontier army posts which 

had nourished the sparse settlements on the left bank 

through Indian attacks and border raids gave way to a 

92El Paso Times, April 9, 1892, 4; El Paso Herald
Post, May 28, 1936, 11; White, Out of the Desert, 1. 

93George Ruhlen, grandson of the construction offi
cer of New Fort Bliss and a meticulous chronicler of that 
phase of Fort Bliss history, estimated that the cost of con
struction equaled a modern outlay of from $6,000,000 to 
$7,000,000. Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 214; El 
Paso Times, July 4, 1893, 4 (quotation). 
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permanent military installation gracing an ambitious and 

confident young municipal giant. Since 1849 the fortunes 

of the fort and the town had remained intertwined as both 

approached adulthood. They now looked to the future with 

the prospect that their new relationship based on a decade 

of parity would continue to mature and prosper. 



CHAPTER II 

EL PASO AND NEW FORT BLISS 

In the fall of 1893 Fort Bliss acquired a permanent 

horne atop 1,265 acres of sage and sand at Lanoria Mesa, 

some five bleak miles from its previous confines within the 

town of El Paso. On October 27 Regimental Headquarters, 

band, and companies A, C, D, and H of the Eighteenth 

Infantry christened the new post. The garrison numbered 

five hundred, constituting the largest military contin-

gent yet to grace the mountain pass, though far short of 

the twelve to sixteen companies anticipated by the city 

f h d . h . . 1 at ers ur~ng t e recent expans~on carnpa~gn. 

Those El Pasoans who had striven mightily to bring 

forth the new military installation on the high ground 

now briefly enjoyed the presence of two fortifications .\ 

within their midst. Until the final disposition of the 

older garrison at centrally located Hart's Mill, marked 

for closure within a matter of months, El Paso boasted 

both Old and New Fort Bliss. The former housed one hundred 

1George Ruhlen, "The Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 
Password of the El Paso Historical Society, XIX, no. 4 
(Fall, 1974)~12; M. H. Thomlinson, The Garrison of Fort 
Bliss, 1849-1916 (El Paso, 1945), 30; Donald Bridgman San
ger, The Story of Old Fort Bliss (El Paso, n.d.), 18. 

74 
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and fifty enlisted men of companies B and D of the Twenty

third Infantry, hard by the commercial houses of downtown 

businessmen. Although slated for imminent departure 

the small force organized the "Old Fort Bliss Comedy 

Company" to provide minstrel entertainment for an appre-

ciative public at the post hall and Myar's Opera House. 

In the early months of 1894 El Pasoans frequently spied 

Najor James Henton marching his command to brisk music 

through city streets in order to exercise his charges. 

Following one such display an observer lauded the oppor-

tunity of the citizenry to v~ew "the make-up and efficiency 

of the American soldier." When the two companies subse-

quently abandoned Old Fort Bliss for Forts Clark and Ring

gold 1.n South Texas in late May, 1894, many townsfolk 

paid their respects at the Southern Pacific depot. "The 

officers of the Twenty-third stationed here have many 

friends who regret their leaving," said one of the his

toric passage which ended an era of local military 

h . 2 
~story. 

The evacuation of Old Fort Bliss did not end 

public interest in the Hart's Mill property, however. 

2Richard K. McMaster, Musket, Saber, and Missile: 
A History of Fort Bliss (El Paso, 1962), 36; El Paso 
Times, December 7, 1893, 7; December 8, 1893, 7; May 30, 
1894, 7 (second quotation); El Paso Herald, February 21, 
1894, 4 (first quotation); March 16, 1894, 4. 
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The legislation which authorized the relocation and 

expansion of Fort Bliss provided that the Secretary 

of War should sell the existing reservation, including such 

buildings and improvements that proved economically in

feasible of removing to the new site. The enactment per-

mitted the platting of the grounds into blocks, streets, 

and alleys, at the secretary's discretion, and for him to 

administer the appraisal and sale of "lots, lands, and 

buildings." The act required the recovery of not less 

than the appraised value of the property, the expense 

of advertising, appraisal, survey, and sale to be met 

from the national treasury. Accordingly, Captain George 

Ruhlen, the officer in charge of construction of the 

new fort, prepared in early March, 1894, to dispose of 

the reservation, whose one hundred and thirty acres con-

tained four double officers' quarters, a headquarters 

building, a large barracks, hospital, guardhouse, and 

several other frame structures. However, on the eve of 

the auction the quartermaster general, without public 

explanation, suspended the transaction. 3 

The delay permitted considerable local conjecture 

on the disposition of Old Fort Bliss. Some speculation 

centered on whether Washington would return the land to 

3sanger, The Story, 17; El Paso Herald, May 30, 
1894, 4; El Paso Times, March 4, 1894, 7. 
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the heirs of Simeon Hart on the ground that the El Pasoan 

had placed a condition in the deed that the property re

vert to his family if ever used for other than military 

purposes by the government. Conventional wisdom held, 

however, that such conditions were nonbinding on the 

government. A local member of the Grand Army of the 

Republic sought to have the area designated as a location 

for an old soldiers' home, arguing the ability of the 

West Texas climate to invigorate pulmonary patients while 

likewise attracting a thousand dollars per month to the 

depression-strained economy. The press supported the 

proposal, citing a statement by health officer Dr. Wiliam 

M. Yandell that the sand and gravel formations at the 

government site rendered it of no value agriculturally. 

The plan aborted, however, as Washington reactivated the 

process to auction the property. The national government 

disposed of most of the area in a series of sales between 

1894 and 1899, reserving one lot for the county. An act 

of Congress of 1893 awarded to the city the post cemetary, 

a site ultimately housing a public library and square. 4 

Still Old Fort Bliss refused to pass into history 

unheeded. Within two years of its abandonment downtown 

merchants complained of the loss of trade engendered by 

the removal of the military contingent from the heart of 

4El Paso Herald, June 9, 1894, 2; Ruhlen, "Genesis 
of New Fort Bliss," 212; Thomlinson, Garrison, 29. 



the city to the distant mesa. Shortly after Captain 

Ruhlen auctioned two buildings at Hart's Mill in 1895 to 

the adjacent smelting works for a sum, of twenty-four 

hundred dollars and accepted bids on most of the vacant 

land from two El Paso businessmen, the aforementioned 
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plan resurfaced for the utilization of the remaining 

property. Efforts of groups at Yuma and Los Angeles to 

locate an old soldiers' home within their midsts prompted 

some El Pasoans to boom Old Fort Bliss for that purpose. 

The local press viewed the idea as "of great practical 

benefit to El Paso," though again nothing materialized 

from the inspiration. The site subsequently proved 

useful as a lodging place for a team of Mexican engineers 

who sought with their American counterparts a location 

for an international dam advantageous to both nations. 5 

Such continued regard for Old Fort Bliss failed, 

however, to dampen enthusiasm for the new post beyond 

the city's perimeter. For months before its inaugural 

in 1893 locals had perused countless newspaper articles 

fondly describing the pace of construction and predicting 

the beauty of the finished product. Observers from the 

town spoke glowingly of the rarified air and bracing 

climate, rather as though the new reservation graced a 

5Ruhlen, "Genesis of New Fort Bliss," 217; El 
Paso Times, June 4, 1895, 6; El Paso Herald, August 23, 
1895, 4 (quotation); July 14, 1896, 1. 



setting more exotic than that previously barren mesa 

several miles from the city hall. 6 

The personnel of the Eighteenth Infantry pro-

79 

vided an abundance of copy for the local press even before 

their arrival. Prior to the entry of the five compan~es 

to the Pass, a wag airily disclosed to the unmarried 

ladies of El Paso the imminent appearance of five single 

officers in the command of Colonel Henry Lazelle who 

would "add to the value of El Paso's social life." The 

senior officer of the new post proved quite newsworthy 

in his own right, having been present upon the fort's 

surrender to the Confederacy in 1861. Within several 

weeks of the occupation of the new post the regimental 

bandleader earned many friends by offering the city the 

services of his musicians for concerts on the proviso 

that the town fathers furnish transportation, a proposal 

quickly accepted. El Pasoans routinely witnessed full 

dress parades on the mesa, while "about thirty-five 

couples" trekked from the town to dine and dance to the 

music of the regimental band early in the new year. 7 

The passion of locals for their new garrison by no 

means reflected the yearnings of a bored community seeking 

9El Paso Times, August 13, 1893, 4; August 24, 
1893, 7; October 3, 1893, 7. 

7rbid., October 6, 1893, 7 (first quotation); 
November 15, ·1893, 7; McNaster, Musket, Saber, and Missile, 
37; El Paso Herald, January 19, 1894, 4 (second quotation). 
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redress from a daily drab existence. For those residents 

whose tastes did not run to marveling at the appearances 

and often abrupt demises of the West's most notorious 

gunslingers or nourishing their lower instincts at the 

numerous saloons and fleshpots, El Paso was steadily 

increasing its circle of more wholesome pursuits in the 

1890s. To the social and cultural institutions estab-

lished in the wake of the railroads in the previous 

decade, the town counted by the end of the century the 

Reading Club for boys, forerunner of the public library; 

the El Paso Cornet Club; Professor Rogers' Plaza Band 

and Orchestra; the El Paso Symphony Orchestra; Chopin 

Hall, from which emanated the strains of Wagner, Mozart, 

and Schubert; the affable McGinty Band; the El Paso 

Women's Club; and the Sporting and Athletic Club. In 

the words of one of the Pass' esteemed historians: "From 

the eighties on El Paso was actually two towns. One was 

. a city of legitimate business enterprises, law-

abiding citizens, churches, schools, personal decency, 

respect for law, and dawning culture." It was this in-

dustrious element of the population which embraced social 

intercourse with New Fort Bliss as another alternative to 

the bars and brothels which constituted the legendary 

other· El Paso. 8 

8c. L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North: Four Cen
turies on the Rio Grande (El Paso, 1968), 246, 249-276. 



And embrace it the good citizens did. Visiting 

dignitaries frequently inspired welcoming balls at Fort 

Bliss which townsfolk eagerly attended. The arrival of 

General Wesley Merritt in early 1895, for example, 

occasioned a social event which attracted "quite a 

81 

number of society people from the city." At other times 

the garrison scheduled dances in honor of "their friends 

in the city," as when, several months later, the post 

commander supplied two escort wagons to transport guests 

to and from the fort. When Lieutenant and Mrs. Beall 

staged a surprise party for their daughter Lillie in the 

officers' quarters, more than a dozen prominent young 

El Pasoans, including future chronicler Owen White, 

gleefully participated. 9 

Young unmarried officers often appeared more 

sophisticated and dashing tri El Paso belles than did 

local males raised in a frontier environment, and they 

were willing escorts. "The gallant young officers at 

Fort Bliss are in a flutter of expectancy," chortled 

a wag. "Several of the married ladies of the fort 

will have a number of young lady friends visiting 

them next month." Such encounters not infrequently 

produced permanent relationships. In mid-1894 Lieutenant 

H. N. Royden, former quartermaster officer at Old Fort 

9El Paso Herald, February 27, 1895, 1 (quotation); 
E1 Paso Times, July 26, 1895, 7; August 6, 1895, 7. 



Bliss, wed Winifred Taylor, niece of Captain Ruhlen in 

Detroit. Katie Hague, "a prominent figure in social 

circles," further contributed to El Paso's ascending 

reputation as "Hother-in-law of the Army" by marrying 

Lieutenant Lobach of the Twenty-third Infantry in late 

1895. The most celebrated military marriage of the 

82 

decade occurred when Lieutenant William Jefferson Glasgow, 

aide-de-camp to the commander of the Department of Texas, 

and Josephine Richardson Magoffin, daughter of the promi-

nent judge, exchanged vows ~n late 1896 in a ceremony 

which filled the Catholic Church on Hyrtle Avenue to 

overflowing with family, friends, and well-wish~rs. 10 

But social entertainments at New Fort Bliss did 

not revolve solely around the young and romantic. By 

1895 the press acknowledged public interest in post 

activities sufficient to warrant publications of exer-

cise programs on a regular basis. El Pasoans witnessed 

such functions as daily morning dress parades, open air 

band concerts four evenings weekly, ceremonial guard 

mounts following the concerts, and orchestra concerts 

on Wednesday nights. Saint Patrick's Day events which 

featured athletic games enjoyed over barrels of beer 

likely appealed to large segments of the town populace, 

10 . 
El Paso Times, June 12, 1894, 7; December 22, 

1895, 3 (second quotation); February 28, 1896, 3 (first 
quotation); El Paso Herald, October 29, 1896, 1. 
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as did the customary Fourth of July celebrations. Indeed, 

sports fans received many opportunities during the 1890s 

to cheer baseball and football teams from the city and 

the fort in brisk competition with each other and visit-

ing civilian and military squads. In 1896 Fort Bliss 

footballers handily defeated Albuquerque and Las Cruces 

en route to a 5-0 season, prompting the soldiers to re

joice: "We claim the championship of the Southwest and 

are ready to defend it against all comers." 11 

Curiously, one of the few rifts that developed 

between the town and the fort in that decade resulted 

from a controversy involving the popular regimental band. 

As noted, El Pasoans had eagerly attended military con-

certs at both the post and the plaza since the arrival 

of the Eighteenth Infantry band in late 1893. Perhaps 

due to the economic depression, the citizenry responded 

less energetically to indoor concerts requiring an admis

sion fee. For instance an army concert at Myar's Opera 

House in December of 1893 attracted such a modest turn-

out as to compel a reporter to judge the musicians worthy 

12 of "a far larger audience than the one that greeted them." 

11El Paso Times, March 12, 1895, 7; December 13, 
1896, 3; December 27, 1896, 3; July 7, 1897, 3; El Paso 
Herald, March 17, 1896, 4; January 23, 1897, 3 (quotation). 

12El Paso Times, December 19, 1893, 7. 



Colonel Daingerfiel~ Parker, who assumed command 

of Fort Bliss during the first days of 1895, dedicated 

84 

many of his waking hours to improving the already credi

table post band. The commanding officer insisted on con

stant rehearsal and sought to transfer particularly com-

petent musicians from other garrisons to his command. 

"He intends that the Eighteenth Infantry shall be one 

of the best bands in the army," stated a newsman, 

"and is liable to realize on his expectations." With a 

concert scheduled for early June at Myar's Opera House, 

the press began promoting the musical performance days in 

advance as "one of the most notable musical events in 

the history of El Paso." Publicity accorded the function 

emphasized the importance of a large attendance to demon

strate the town's gratitude for past services of the band. 

However, on the heralded evening of the concert not one 

music lover stepped forth to claim either a twenty-five 

or fifty cent seat. "That," sarcastically intoned are-

• If f h b d II 
13 

v~ewer, was a great encouragement or t e an . 

In response to that singular reception Colonel 

Parker grimly forbade the regimental musicians to perform 

in El Paso henceforth, save in military ceremonies. The 

interdiction may well have been influenced by the financial 

13El Paso Herald, February 1, 1895, 1 (first quo
tation); El Paso Times, May 30, 1895, 7; May 31, 1895, 7 
(second quotation); June 4, 1895, 7 (third quotation). 
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success of a subsequent McGinty Band concert in the same 

hall on an inclement evening. The decision set community 

leaders to pondering means of financing a replacement for 

the often-utilized military ensemble. 14 

For a time, consequently, the town and the fort 

listened to different drummers. While political and 

business dignitaries mulled proposals of raising two 

hundred dollars per month to entice the McGinties to 

play regularly, the army built a new bandstand at Bliss 

at a cost of six hundred and fifty dollars. The regimen-

tal band performed "excellent work" at the post, but by 

autumn the bandmaster anticipated such quantity of re-

tirements that he undertook extensive recruitment to 

maintain the high musical standard. Relations returned 

to normal, however, when Colonel D. D. Van Valzah re

placed Parker as post commander in early 1896. 15 

Colonel Van Valzah quickly revived martial sere-

nades at the Pass. The Eighteenth Infantry band joined 

the McGinties and a Mexican entry in offering musical · 

tribute to the Texas Press Association, inaugurating its 

annual meeting in El Paso in April, 1896. Amid fireworks 

and blasts from the McGinty cannons, the troops staged a 

14 El Paso Herald, July 13, 1895, 4; El Paso Times, 
June 27, 1895, 7~ 

15El Paso Herald, August 10, 1895, 4; September 
12, 1894, 4; September 28, 1895, 4; October 22, 1895, 2 
(quotation). 
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mock battle for the amusement of the visiting scribes and 

residents. The visitors subsequently printed a number of 

favorable articles about the affair and the host city, 

indicating the success of the event. Later in the year 

the post commander promised the city fathers the services 

of the regimental band "to compliment the people of El 

Paso with an open air concert at the plaza" on pleasant 

evenings. The musicians found such favor with locals 

that when the enlistments of three bandsmen expired, the 

McGinty Club endeavored, with partial success, to locate 

employment for the men in order to place them with the 

McGinty concert band. So improved were civilian-military 

relations by May of 1897 that not only did the post band 

provide music for the Texas Firemen's Association con-

vention at El Paso, but Colonel Van Valzah heartily ac

cepted the city's request to act as parade marshal. 16 

Thus, virtually as soon as Fort Bliss relocated 

on the mesa it resumed its traditional social role in the 

community. Through concerts, dances, a full schedule of 

athletic activities, and participation in civic events 

the garrison enriched the lives of El Pasoans who sought 

an alternative to the abundant notorious pastimes at the 

Pass. By no means the sole agency of wholesome recreation, 

16 rbid., April 28, 1896, 4; April 29, 1896, 1; 
November 21, 1896, 4; May 4, 1897, 4; El Paso Times, 
November 29, 1896, 3 (quotation). 



the fort, nevertheless, blended with the increasing 

numbers of cultural contributors in El Paso which en-

deavored to construct the positive image o·f the "Sun 

City" alongside the older nefarious "Sin City." 17 

Obviously, the garrison's contributions to the 

town were not altogether positive. Soldiers often fre-

quented the "Sin City's" abodes, as do soldiers every-
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where, and the existence of a standing army on the city's 

outskirts probably prolonged El Paso's seam1er side. 

The tolerant local press customarily overlooked such 

matters unless boisterous manners caused a death or an 

unusual item of gossip. An example of the latter cap-

tured the curiosity of the fourth estate in 1896, as a 

minor scandal arose within the confines of the reserva-

tion. In May an item stated tersely, "In the county 

court this morning a Fort Bliss scandal will be aired. 

James Novlett is charged with slandering Mrs. Winnie 

McKenzie. A large number of witnesses have been summoned 

from the court." The following day the press remained 

guarded: II . dragging . from the evidence it 

would seem that both sides are loaded." The acquittal 

of Sergeant Novlett, following a parade of thirty wit

nesses, evidently exacerbated the reporter, who exclaimed, 

17sonnichsen used the terms "Sun City" and "Sin 
City" in Pass of the North, 249, 277. 
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"Fort Bliss should sit on its scandals. The use of a well 

fed shotgun would prevent any more such cases." He noted, 

nevertheless, "Judge Sexton is to hear the troubles of a 

Fort Bliss husband" that very day. 18 

On at least one occasion, in 1896, the army moved 

to protect its charges from the evil influences of "Sin 

City." Professional boxing, not yet a respectable sport, 

found considerable support among residents of the Pass 

and even more from the gamblers and hustlers who invari-

ably drifted to that border point. Bob Fitzsimmons and 

Peter Maher had earned reputations as two of the leading 

pugilists of the day, and sportsmen, and not a few pro-

rooters, hungered to match their abilities in the ring. 

El Paso won the nod as the site of the heralded clash, 

thereby filling pages of copy in local newspapers weeks 

in advance of the scheduled event, bringing a measure of 

prestige, or at least notoriety, to the Pass, and attract

ing train loads of fans to the city. 19 

However, the promotion suddenly encountered oppo-

sition. The Texas Legislature, expressing horror at gam-

bling and bloodshed, rushed to outlaw boxing within its 

domain, an action followed by the territorial government 

18El Paso Times, May 8, 1896, 3 (first quotation); 
May 9, 1896, 3 (second quotation); May 10, 1896, 3; May 
26, 1896, 3 (third quotation). 

19sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 358-359. 
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90 
of New Mexico. Even Mexico, which tolerated cockfighting 

and corridas, refused the fight. After much speculation, 

including rumors of holding the contest aboard a vessel in 

the Gulf of Hexico, a special train sped fans, unaware of 

their destination, from El Paso to Langtry, Texas, where 

Maher lasted one round on a sand bar in the Rio Grande. 

The army, meanwhile, strove to isolate Fort Bliss from 

the social evil by cancelling passes and delaying a 

practice march until after the fight. "Uncle Sam is 

keeping a watchful eye on its boys in blue," clucked a 

reporter. No doubt this action met the approval of those 

military officers who had opposed locating bases near the 

. f . l"f 20 
temptat~ons o c~ty ~ e. 

The extent of intercourse between the fort and 

the town looms impressive in light of the extremely lim-

ited modes of transportation available during that decade. 

Despite the relatively mdoest distance separating the two 

points, only the most determined traveller found them 

mutually accessible. In the mid-1890s El Paso's bur-

geoning population of twelve thousand nestled in a compact 

area which boasted no paved streets. Poorly graded paths 

containing numerous chuck holes constituted the basis of 

the city's thoroughfares, while a pair of mule-driven 

streetcars served as public transportation. Two years 

20rbid., 359-362; El Paso Herald, February 19, 
1896, 1 (quotation); February 21, 1896, 1. 
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after the opening of New Fort Bliss the only road from the 

to~vn was of poor quality and wound through sage brush and 

sand dunes to a steep grade leading to the reservation. 

The youthful social set of El Paso customarily attended 

post dances by pooling monetary resources to engage a four-

horse carriage. "Invariably on reaching the grade," re-

called a local historian, "the boys were requested to get 

out and lighten the load and help push the vehicle up the 

hill." Even several years later a debutante considered 

the fort "a long way off," as she and other town girls 

often guested over weekends at the homes of officers' 

f "1" 21 am1 1es. 

Prospects of social and economic enhancement to 

El Paso inspired a campaign to link the fort and city by 

a suitable road. Within a few weeks of the inauguration 

of the post in 1893 several prominent businessmen ex

pressed complete public acceptance of their petition to 

local authorities to provide public transportation be-

tween El Paso and Fort Bliss. Shortly thereafter, how-

ever, a plan for serving the points by a county road 

encountered opposition from a commissioner, representing 

the neighboring town of Ysleta, who deemed it unnecessary. 

Nevertheless, the court subsequently appointed a commis-

sion, which recommended the clearing of two routes from 

21c1eofas Calleros, El Paso, Then and Now (El 
Paso, 1954), 67, 69-71 (firsr-quotation); El Paso Times, 
November 4, 1948 (second quotation). 
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the county road to the fort, with, it might be noted, one 

of the thoroughfares emanating from Ysleta. Still, nig

gardly appropriations frustrated the construction of an 

appropriate highway from El Paso to Fort Bliss and re-

mained a source of criticism from military authorities 

22 until well into the twentieth century. 

The remainder of the decade witnessed the forging 

of several transportation links between the fort and the 

town. In May of 1894 an army appropriations bill ear

marked nine hundred and sixty dollars for the implemen-

tation of a military telegraph between the two points. 

Late the following year soldiers strung a telephone line 

between the mesa and the city. Their clearing of a bi-

cycle path from the foot of the hill at the reservation 

to the county road, in late summer of 1896, shortened 

cycling time from the .town to the base to approximately 

twenty minutes and provided diversion for the increasing 

numbers of wheel enthusiasts at both points. In 1897 

the long-awaited White Oaks rail line, connecting the Pass 

with the timber, coal and iron deposits of New Mexico, 

completed construction of its terminal yards on the mili-

tary reservation, promising to boost local manufacturing 

while tying the fort more closely to the area economy. 

22El Paso Times, November 11, 1893, 7; November 
16, 1893, 7; December 7, 1893, 7. 
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Within a day another link loomed as an El Paso contractor 

tendered the lowest bid at San Antonio, at $3,339.35, to 

lay a government road between Fort Bliss and El Paso. 23 

Numerous El Pasoans with various interests in 

drawing the city and the fort closer together applauded 

each of the above measures and called for further steps. 

Local officials regularly heard demands for the imple-

mentation of a streetcar line between the two points, a 

proposal of immense social and economic potential which, 

nevertheless, went unheeded through the closing years of 

the century. In the spring of 1895 an alderman lectured 

city council on the importance of establishing such a 

line. A few months later an editor renewed the cry for an 

electric trolley belt. "It is a beautiful ride up the 

bench and quite a crowd of people would go out every Sun-

day," he predicted, describing the mesa air as "bracing 

and healthful. " \.Ji th an eye toward the economy he con- . 

eluded, "then a belt line around the town would enhance 

the values of residence properties and build up the sub

urbs." The following year the writer combined an appeal 

for a macadamized road, which he predicted would promote 

"a great deal of traffic between the two localities," 

with the observation "that an electric line would pay." 

Z3Ibid., June 16, 1894, 7; El Paso Herald, Octo
ber 14, lags, 1; August 24, 1896, 4; December 2, 1897,4. 
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The press even celebrated hikes from the to'vn to the fort, 

stating jocularly of one occasion: "The ladies were 1.n 

special good spirits and would have run all the way home 

but for the horrid tired men who had not enough cervical 

vertebrae to accept the challenge from the fairer and 

more courageous sex." 24 

The drawing together of El Paso and Fort Bliss dur

ing the 1890s by means of roads, rails, and lines greatly 

facilitated social and economic intercourse, but it also 

simplified defense of the Pass. Since marauding Indians 

no longer threatened the town as in previous decades the 

military played a considerably lessened protective role, 

but it continued to exercise a defensive function. Inas-

much as the middle nineties witnessed the heyday of El 

Paso gunslingers, many residents slept more soundly with 

the knowledge of a garrison on the outskirts. Additional

ly, the city was the center of a thriving cattle rustling 

ring which operated out of wooded areas both above and 

below El Paso. Then, too, political unrest in Mexico 

cast up fugitives to the border. In combination these 

factors resulted in patrol duty of the troops with such 

regularity that a periodical found news in a momentary 

break from the routine: "The troops at Fort Bliss did 

24El Paso Times, April 28, 189~, 7; El Paso 
Herald, Harch 27, 189-s-:- 1 (third quotation); August 14, 
1895, 4 (first quotation); August 1, 1896, 4 (second 
quotation). 
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not go out yesterday to hunt revolutionists." When an 

unidentified band stole thirty-five dollars and a suit 

from the quarters of a lieutenant on the reservation 

itself in August of 1896 the patrols assumed an aura 

of personal vengeance. Said one indignant soldier 

whose anger failed to suppress entirely his sense of 

humor, "Colonel Van Valzah is seriously thinking of send

ing the drum major down the river on horseback in full 

dress uniform, shako and all, as he is confident that 

the apparition will drive all the toughs out of the 

country . . . and obviate the necessity of ordering out 

25 the troops.'' 

Both the civilian and military sectors of the 

community professed belief that tramps, spawned by the 

Panic of 1893, posed an actual or potential threat to 

the commonweal. Hard times inspired movements of the 

unemployed across the nation, both organized and unorgan

ized. El Paso's location as a rail hub, traditionally 

praised by locals as an economic asset, now seemed a 

curse to many as it attracted vagabonds of various types, 

against whom the press constantly railed. In early 1894 

an offshoot of Coxey's Army of jobless petitioners, 

"General" Frye's "Industrial Army," sojourned at the 

25 . 
Sonnichsen, Pass o·f the North, 310-311; El 

Paso Times, September 29, 1[96~ (first quotation); 
El Paso Herald, August 7, 1896, l; September 28, 1896, 
4 (second quotation). 



Pass. Although the peaceful comport of the group failed 

to match the inflammatory predictions of the local news-
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papers, its presence sparked anxiety among the citizenry. 

This anxiety prompted a military correspondent to comment, 

"There is a belief that there should be at least one 

troop of cavalry at Fort Bliss. For instance: if Frye's 

army had been inclined to make trouble in the city, a 

troop of cavalry would have made good time into town,· 

where it would have taken an hour for the infantry to get 

there." Actually, by the time the news item appeared the 

docile men had moved quietly down the line, probably 

striking fear in the hearts of other western towns who 

1 d 1 . . . 26 we come on y pay~ng v~s~tors. 

The continued economic downturn, which El Paso's 

boosters contended ended at the city gates, drew drifters 

to the Pass for the next several years. The town's harsh 

treatment of the tramps earned it a lasting reputation as 

a hobo hell, a posture evidently applauded by a military 

correspondent and much of the garrison. In late 1896 the 

writer stated defiantly, "The hobos are commencing to 

give their annual visits to the post. If they know 'what 

is what' they will give Fort Bliss a wide birth." Pat

ently, mutually shared dislikes, no less than improved 

communications systems drew the town and the fort closer 

26 . 8 4 1 El Paso ·Herald, May 14, 1 9 , . 
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together in the last decade of the century. 27 

To the business community, whose organized efforts 

contributed mightily to the relocation and enlargement of 

Fort Bliss at Lanoria Mesa, the economic opportunities 

presented by the presence of a permanent garrison at the 

Pass outweighed all other considerations. The construe-

tion of the fort, through much of 1892 and 1893, filtered 

hundreds of thousands of dollars into the local economy 

and vigorously stimulated business. However, the five-

company post fell short of expectations of a full regi-

mental garrison, causing civic and business leaders to 

press Washington for expansion at every opportunity. 

Accordingly, the town fathers remained unanimous in sup-

port of a larger fort throughout the decade and followed 

closely developments within the Department of War. 28 

El Pasoans received their first opportunity to 

persuade military dignitaries at first hand in April and 

May of 1894 when the army undertook its initial e'valua

tion of Fort Bliss. Secretary of War Daniel F. Lamont 

and the district military commander reached the mesa by 

special train on April 5. Their appearance induced an 

editor to urge his readers "to receive the distinguished 

military authorities in a fitting manner, as it lies 

27 rbid., November 13, 1896, 1. 

28 see chapter one for expenditures. 
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within their power to make or break posts here and mater-

ially effect this city as a military headquarters." A 

select citizens' committee greeted the officials and es-

corted them in carriages to points of interest in the 

city. Although the occasion passed smoothly, the visi-

tors delayed only briefly at the new fort and the city 

and departed with little public cornment. 29 

Their visit was followed in mid-May by a more 

thorough three day examination by Inspector General 

Major P. D. Vroom, who had inspected Old Fort Bliss on 

the two previous days. This first general inspection of 

the base uncovered some deficiencies, several resulting 

from the fort's incompletion, which had not been reported 

previously by the sympathetic local press. Rather jar

ringly the report stated, "It has been truly said of the 

site that 'its selection was an insult to the intelligence 

of the army.'" Hajor Vroom observed that although the 

reservation comprised "nearly a thousand acres," the loca-

tion of the post in one corner of the property allowed the 

growth of "low groggeries . . on private land, within a 

stone's throw of the officers' quarters." The officer 

found the sewage system a "foul and offensive stream" 

which, he pointed out, extended for more than three hund-

dred yards beyond the reservation line and past buildings 

29El Paso Herald, April 4, 1894, 4 (quotation); 
April 5, 1894, 4. 
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occupied "by citizens who are complaining of the nuisance 

and may obtain an injunction to stop it." He regarded 

the sewage system as "a breeding place for disease germs," 

which likely would become a greater hazard with the ad-

vent of summer. The inspector recommended the employment 

of a wheelwright, opining that no post in the region, 

save Fort Ringgold, stood so in need of such a craftsman. 

While finding the barracks and officers' quarters ade-

quate, Major Vroom cited the need of numerous additional 

buildings. He noted the absence of shops of any kind, 

granaries, and wagon sheds; he likewise considered post 

h 0 1 1' d f' 0 30 
osp~ta supp ~es e ~c~ent. 

Post commander Colonel Lazelle filed a reply with 

the Department of Texas the following month. He stated 

that he had notified the surgeon of the shortage of hos

pital supplies and anticipated solutions to "the other 

matters" with the construction of more buildings, for 

which the Quartermaster General had laid plans. Lazelle 

made no mention of the other irregularities in the Inspec-

tor General's report, and, indeed, little could be done 

about the questionable positioning of structures on the 

reservation. A subsequent Inspector General's report, in 

1900, acknowledged improvements in.the condition of Fort 

30Records of the Office of the Inspector General, 
Inspection Reports of Fort Bliss, Texas, May 1894 and No
vember 1900, Record Group 159, National Archives (Wash
ington, 1969), 34-36. 
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Bliss, although it cited lack of fences, the absence of a 

reliable water supply, and the continued existence of 

a notorious saloon adjacent to the reservation as the 

major deficiencies. This later report at least implied 

h f h . . . 31 
t e success o t e ~nterven~ng construct~on program. 

El Pasoans lacked access to the stinging remarks 

of Major Vroom in 1894, but unusually candid comments by 

a military columnist at Fort Bliss made them aware of the 

fact that the military was not totally happy with con-

ditions there. The scribe referred to an adjoining bar 

as "the Bucket of Blood," noting all-night revelries on 

the part of some customers from the base. He cited a 

high desertion rate from "the lonely spot on the mesa," 

although predicting that an anticipated federal appropri

ation of three hundred thousand dollars would beautify 

the post to the point of discouraging "French leaves." 32 

In a time of abandonment of western posts not fa-. 
vored by the Department of War, a critical Inspector Gen-

eral's report was a matter of some concern to both the 

garrison and the garrison town. Accordingly, both sectors 

of the community set to work making the new fort more 

presentable to military superiors. Within days following 

the inspection the soldiers planted six hundred and fifty 

31Ibid., 3-18, 36. 

32 El Paso Herald, May 14, 1894, 1. 



trees to add verdure to the blinding terrain, irrigated 

the grounds, and rolled the roads. The county agreeably 

met the garrison's request for a stone crusher to aid in 

the macadamization of two miles of roads through the 

. 33 
reservat~on. 

But dissension swirled about the April gales 

which battered Fort Bliss on several occasions in 1895. 

In the first week of the month forceful winds which 

scattered signs, trees, and roofing at El Paso carried 

away forty feet of the roof of the staff headquarters 

building and split in twain the barracks of H Company, 

while bending the flagstaff and damaging several other 

structures. In mid-month winds again assaulted the 

barracks of H Company, widening the cracks but producing 

no great damage. The windstorms succeeded in spawning 

rumors of the possible abandonment of the new base and 

brought Captain Ruhlen back to the fort to assess the 

34 
physical damage. 

The high winds also elicited acute criticism 

from a local newspaper concerning the construction of 

the base and the army's decision to transfer two compan

ies from the reservation as a result of the wind damage. 

The Times attributed the property destruction less to 

33 Ibid., May 18, 1894, 4. 

34Ibid., April 6, 1895, 1; April 15, 1895, 4; 
May 11, 1895, 1. 
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"the unprecedented fury of the wind" than to "poor con

struction of some of the buildings." Charged the editor, 

"The contractor who put up those buildings was 'on the 

make' and he left bills unpaid in El Paso amounting to 

thousands of dollars, but he put the cheapest materials 

in his buildings." The newspaper revealed a heretofore 

unreported fact that "many local architects and builders" 

had criticized the workmanship at the time of construc

tion "and were told that they were jealous." If so, the 

press itself was derelict in publicizing the controversy 

at the time and apparently would not have done so now 

but for its anger over the loss of troops. 35 

The news organ extended its wrath several weeks 

later, following the loss of Companies A and C to Fort 

Sam Houston. "The order for the removal of two companies 

from Fort Bliss is the result of the foolish work of a 

soldier newspaper correspondent whose sensational 'Fort 

Bliss In Ruins' was believed at San Antonio," stormed 

the Times of a rival publication. The editor admonished 

that "good newspapers" should be willing to pay for "ac

curate and truthful correspondents" or suffer "none at 

all." A third burst of wind in late May toppled some 

newly placed bricks and overturned scaffolding at the 

garrison, but brought forth no further indignant 

35El Paso Times, April 16, 1895, 4. 



36 comments. 

Yet the gales proved of a more positive nature 

than the proverbial ill winds. The decision of the army 

to repair the structures immediately had the temporary 

effect of boosting the local economy. In late August 

Fort Bliss officials notified departmental headquarters 

of the imminent completion of repairs. However, two 

months later, the exhaustion of appropriations stalled 

the project, releasing "quite a number of men" from 

103 

employment. An additional expenditure of twelve thousand 

d 11 b 1 . d d h k 1 . 3 7 o ars su sequent y gu~ e t e tas to comp et~on. 

Even the loss of the two infantry companies car-

ried a measure of redemption. In their stead Washington 

announced in October plans to dispatch a troop of cavalry 

to the mesa. This action pleased many El Pasoans, who 

regarded the horsemen as a more mobile defense force to 

suppress border incidents than the infantry and recognized 

the necessity of the government to expend funds to con-

struct barns and purchase hay to maintain cavalry horses. 

The recent abandonment of Fort Hancock, in El Paso County, 

due to cessation of Indian raids, made the units available 

to Fort Bliss and promised to enhance the prestige of 

the sole remaining army base at the tip of West Texas. 

36 Ibid., May 8, 1895, 4 (quotation); May 31, 1895, 
7 . 

37El Paso Herald, August 22, 1895, 4; October 24, 
1895, 1 (quotation). 
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The Department of War quickly authorized the construction 

of stables. In mid-November D. W. Schoonmaker, bidding 

lowest at twenty-six hundred dollars, received the 

award. 38 

For the next two years El Paso fed on rumors that 

the army planned to augment the garrison with additional 

cavalry units. In late November of 1896 Brigadier Gen

eral Tasker Bliss, corrnnander of the Department of Texas, 

recommended to Washington the stationing of a second 

troop on the mesa due to "the increasing strategic im-

portance" of the base. Factors affecting his recorrnnen-

dation included the construction of a railroad from Cor-

ralitos, Mexico to El Paso, the probability of another 

rail entering the city from a northeasterly direction, 

and the increase of the Mexican garrison at Ciudad Juarez. 

Reports reached El Paso several days later of the impend-

ing arrival of one or two troops from either Fort Clark 

or Fort Mcintosh. As usual, such statements received the 

approbation of corrnnunity leaders with an eye toward the 

social and economic advantages to El Paso of a larger 

garrison. Rumors to the contrary, however, the makeup 

of the personnel at Fort Bliss remained stable until the 

start of the Spanish-American War, at which time the 

38El Paso Times, September 15, 1895, 7; October 
5, 1895, 3; October 11, 1895, 3; November 15, 1895, 3. 
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exigencies of hostilities depleted personnel virtually to 

the point of abandonment. Consequently, those at the 

Pass who hungered for a greatly expanded fort on the mesa 

were denied their aspiration during the last decade of 

the nineteenth century as Fort Bliss continued to play a 

significant but limited role in the local economy. 39 

The criticism of the physical construction of 

Fort Bliss, which arose during the windstorms of 1895, 

opened the door to other condemnations of the origins 

of New Fort Bliss. The issue of land speculation surfaced 

in two incidents, in 1896 and 1897 respectively. During 

a discussion of a projected dam site above El Paso, in 

the former year, a newsman revealed, "I overheard a 

prominent man say . . . that there would be several of El 

Paso's citizens who would get options on the land to be 

submerged and would try to make the government pay them 

exorbitant prices for it .. II He continued, "when 

the site for New Fort Bliss was selected . . . people 

went out there and bought lands so that they could make 

a profit out of the government." Ironically, speculators, 

including some El Pasoans, joined with Mesilla Valley 

farmers to convince the government to build the dam a 
40 

hundred miles upriver at Elephant Butte. 

39 Ibid., October 12, 1895, 3; El Paso Herald, 
November 28, 1896, 1 (quotation); December 1, 1896, 4. 

40El Paso Herald, May 5, 1896, 4 (quotation); 
Sonnichsen, Pass of the North, 385. 
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A year later Dr. William Yandell, public health 

officer, interjected land spe~ulation into a heated bond 

election for the construction of a new city hall. Ar

guing for the defeat of the bonds, which he alleged would 

set off a new wave of speculation, Yandell exclaimed: 

"Do the people of El Paso remember that the present Fort 

Bliss is built on land not worth one dollar an acre, 

which was unloaded at twenty dollars an acre . . . to 

get a big post here?" The argument apparently impressed 

the citizenry to some extent, for the voters rejected 

the bonds by a healthy margin three days later. A news 

item which appeared early in 1897 gave credence to the 

several charges of land speculation: "A number of people 

who took up land along the White Oaks road in 1889, when 

it was thought the road would be built, have failed to 

pay the taxes on such land and it has reverted to the 

state."41 

Such revelations of financial manipulation di-

verged widely from the press' customary policy of present-

ing local interests in a highly favorable light. Rare, 

also, was the publication of a letter to an editor from 

a member of Troop A of the Fifth Cavalry which described 

a one-day hunger strike in early 1897. "The food served 

41 El Paso Times, January 3, 1897, 3 (second quo-
tation); December 5, 1897, 4 (first quotation); December 
8, 1897' 3. 
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at the consolidated mess," complained a trooper, " . 

has never been of a kind to entitle this institution to 

the honor of being a model culinary establishment, but 

within the last few months, things have taken a turn for 

the worse." The evident cause of the deteriorating ser-

vice lay in the proximity of the garrison to a privately

owned drinking hall, whose generous credit and measures 

of beer had won customers from the post exchange, there-

by depleting funds which subsidized the consolidated 

mess. An irate soldier decried the necessity of imbibing 

post exchange intoxicants in order to maintain the garri-

son kitchen and called upon the press for support. The 

news organs, however, shifted their attentions to matters 

of less dissension. Typical army news items were more ~n 

the vein of the editorial comment on General John M. 

Schofield's impending retirement in late 1895: "General 

Schofield was opposed to establishing an important and 

large military post at El Paso, and El Pasoans are glad 

that General Schofield ~s on the retired list."
42 

The army found itself an indirect and unwitting 

participant in a controversy which emerged from the flood 

waters that inundated parts of El Paso in mid-1897. 

Eternally subject to flooding as a result of its location 

42El Paso Herald, February 18, 1897, 4 (first 
quotation); El Paso Times, November 2, 1895, 3 (second 
quotation). 
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on a downward bend of the Rio Grande, El Paso apprehen

sively watched the river steadily rise after several days 

of spring rains in the mountains above the city. In late 

May the bloated river overran its banks, the contents 

surglng into the low-lying southern and eastern portions 

of the city. The advancing waters chased two thousand 

residents of the victimized areas from their homes. 43 

Although remaining above the flood tide, Fort 

Bliss immediately plunged into a potentially dangerous 

dispute fashioned by the flooding. To stave off a pos

sible buffeting of the waters back on the city, Mayor 

Joseph Magoffin ordered men to cut the levee recently 

erected by the Texas and Pacific Railroad to protect 

its property. The action, which purportedly damaged the 

company's holdings to the sum of ten thousand dollars, 

raised unconfirmed rumors that the railroad planned to 

organize a posse to make some unspecified move against 

the city administration. The cavalry troop from the fort 

suddenly appeared downtown in combat condition, evidently 

summoned by the mayor. Reports of anticipated violence 

swirled among the muddy waters. No confrontation of any 

nature ensued, and neither the army nor the city explained 

the presence of the troops. The only connection with the 

military which the mayor acknowledged was his asking of 

43 El Paso Herald, May 28, 1897, 4. 



the fort forty-three tents to shelter flood refugees, a 

request quickly granted. 44 

The civil and military authorities also agreed 

upon the use of Old Fort Bliss as a temporary shelter 
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for the homeless, and several hundred families of Mexican 

extraction immediately filled its structures. A subse-

quent announcement of impending federal and state appro

priations of fifteen thousand dollars to relieve the 

refugees sparked reports in the Anglo community of Mexi-

can citizens crossing the river in order to receive bene-

fits. Various persons accused even the homeless already 

encamped at Old Fort Bliss of seeking only largess. The 

press and numerous El Pasoans expressed belief that 

government monies should go to hire the refugees on pro-

jects which would improve the city rather than as direct 

relief to feed refugees. Such projects proposed extending 

the levee eastward from the downtown river front and con-

structing a suitable road from El Paso to Fort Bliss, uti-

45 
lizing refugee labor. 

As it became apparent that the appropriations 

would provide relief for the homeless rather than financ-

ing public works, the press became increasingly critical 

of the flood victims at Old Fort Bliss. The newspapers' 

44 rbid. 

45 rbid., May 29, 1897, 4; May 31, 1897, 4; June 
1, 1897, 4; El Paso Times, June 1, 1897, 3. 
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campaign of invective, smacking of racism and contempt 

for the poor, dominated local news for the duration of the 

relief program. "There are many complaints about Mexicans 

refusing to work as long as there is a chance of being 

fed," stated the Herald, reporting drunkenness on smuggled 

tequila and firing of pistols at the site. Counting two 

hundred and twenty-four families on the property, with, it 

charged, each family averaging five members and harboring 

four or five visitors, the evening newspaper suggested 

that the city evict the visitors and put the refugees to 

work. "Many . . are as well off now as they ever were 

and eat oftener. It is those Mexicans who lost their 

houses and are now renting residences that are the real 

sufferers," it asserted. The Times matched the tone of 

its competitor: ''They refused to even shovel dirt to 

save their homes until they were promised pay by the 

city." Several days later the ranks of the destitute 

at Old Fort Bliss swelled further when the local board 

of health transferred flood sufferers from a tent hospi-

1 h h 1 h d . 46 
ta near t e Mesa Sc oo to t e congeste slte. 

Captain George B. Davis, commissary of subsistence 

at Fort Sam Houston, appeared in El Paso in mid-June for 

conference with Mayor Magoffin prior to the actual start 

46 El Paso Herald, June 1, 1897, 1 (first quota-
tion); June 5, 1897, 4 (second quotation); El Paso Times, 
June 1, 1897, 3 (third quotation); June 3, 1897, 3. 
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of relief for flood victims. A delay of several days in 

his anticipated arrival provided additional time for crit-

ics to express themselves. The local press maintained a 

running attack on the aid. "This fund should be called 

the corruption fund," stated an editor, who followed his 

remarks the next day with the assertion, "Many of the 

white people who lost all they had in the flood are com-

plaining that they are receiving no attention, while the 

Mexican flood sufferers are receiving more attention 

47 than they deserve." 

Captain Davis, when he arrived, attempted to 

appeal to the community's economic, if not humanitarian, 

instincts. He explained to an unsympathetic press that 

groceries and supplies would be purchased from El Paso 

merchants, if they offered reasonable prices. Although 

the transactions promised to bolster the local economy, 

those who opposed acceptance of the funds continued to 

draw favorable commentary. Nevertheless, Davis opened a 

storehouse in the city for a week, appointed a store-

keeper, and distributed rations to those at Old Fort 

Bliss. When the quartermaster officer departed seven 

days later, the appropriations having expired, the press 

expressed the sentiments of a vocal portion of the 

47El Paso Times, June 15, 1897, 3; El Paso 
Herald, June 9, 1897 (first quotation); June 10, 1897, 4 
(second quotation). 



112 

community: "El Paso fell from its high pinnacle as a 

progressive and resourceful city .... There was no need 

for the free grub." The editor consoled himself over the 

denial of federal appropriations for the construction of 

a levee with the knowledge that several railroads .had 

d . . . b 1 k h . 48 expresse lnterest ln erectlng a u war on t e rlver. 

The occasional controversies involving El Paso 

and New Fort Bliss between 1893 and 1898 little affected 

the city's esteem for the garrison. Indeed, the furor 

which arose from the flood waters sprang from actions of 

Washington rather than decisions at Lanoria Mesa, and the 

allegations of land speculation in the construction of 

the fort reflected opportunism· in the civilian, not the 
'---. I 

/ 

military, sector of the community. A newsman summed up 

the citizenry's regard for the soldiers, in the midst of 

the row over flood relief, with the words: "When the 

troops now stationed at Fort Bliss are transferred to 

some other point, El Paso will go into mourning. Colonel 

Van Valzah and all of the others . . . have been more 

than kind to the people of El Paso."
49 

The four years following the establishment of 

Fort Bliss on Lanoria Mesa in late 1893 witnessed a 

48El Paso Times, June 15, 1397, 3; June 17, 1897, 
3; El Paso Herald, June 24, 1897, 4 (quotation). 

49El Paso Times, June 3, 1897, 3. 
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steady integration of the army post into the wider com

munity in spite of the distance between the two. This 

trend sustained itself on several grounds. The massive 

construction program swelled the coffers of local busi

nessmen and assured the permanence of a potentially large 

garrison on the outskirts of El Paso. Improved transpor

tation and communication systems, implemented during 

this period, drew the town and the fort physically closer, 

enhancing economic and social contact. While the passing 

of the Indian menace removed one area of civilian depen

dence upon the military, the continued vulnerability of 

the isolated border community to lawless assaults per

petuated the role of the garrison as protector of the 

commonweal. City fathers and post commanders frequently 

cooperated to maintain harmony between the town and the 

fort. No major disagreements arose to mar the cementing 

relationship. Indeed, El Pasoans would recognize the 

depth of their devotion to the new fortress on the mesa 

when, in the spring of 1898, the siren call of the 

Spanish-American War enticed the local garrison to more 

exotic climes and virtually emptied the Pass of military. 

personnel for the first time since the Salt War of two 

decades past. 



CHAPTER III 

EL PASO'S SPLENDID LITTLE WAR 

Reports of distant cannonadings in the Caribbean 

and the Pacific aroused the enthusiasm of El Pasoans in 

the spring and summer of 1898 as the Spanish-American 

War momentarily turned the citizenry from introspective 

preoccupation with local affairs and unleashed a burst 

of nationalism on the little city at the southern spur 

of the Rocky Mountains. 

No massive military establishment before or 

after the war generated the martial spirit at the Pass. 

Reflecting the effects of a miserly national defense 

posture which limited the size of the army to a shade 

above twenty-eight thousand officers and men, Fort Bliss 

housed only three companies of the Eighteenth Infantry 

and a single troop of the Fifth Cavalry when the powers 

at Washington moved beyond the brink of war. Indeed, to 

render military influence even less, until the eve of 

hostilities between the United States and Spain, a vir-

tually impassable wagon road still provided the sole link 

of transit between El Paso and the military installation. 1 

R. A. Alger, The Spanish-American War (London 
1901), 7; Richard K. McMaster, Musket, Saber, and Missile: 

114 



It was neither strategic nor jingoist impulses 

which led a local paper to herald the impending comple

tion of a new thoroughfare from the city to the fort in 

February, 1898. A reporter mused, " ... there will 

be no further occasion for extended use of a wide and 

varied assortment of emphatic vernacular from tourists 
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. . . at the adverse conditions that militate against 

traffic between the two points." Describing portions of 

the existing route as "a barrow to the soul, sand paper 

to the temper, and acid to the patience," the scribe 

suggested that the enabling legislation for the new 

road bear the title, "An act to minimize profanity among 

the people of El Paso and the Fort Bliss garrison." 2 

Certainly this light aside did not represent 

the major interest of the citizens or the soldiers at 

the time, however. The local press, consonant with 

counterparts across the nation, devoted considerable 

coverage and commentary to President William McKinley's 

Cuban policy in the months preceding the outbreak of the 

Spanish-American War. Nevertheless, until the Maine 

disaster of mid-February, neither major El Paso news-

paper advocated intervention, though both had expressed 

A History of Fort Bliss (El Paso, 1966), 37; El Paso 
Herald, February 11, 1898, 3. 

2El Paso Herald, February 11, 1898, 3. 



sympathy for the Cuban independence cause. As early as 

the autumn of 1895 the Republican-oriented Herald re-

fleeted in an editorial the ambivalent sentiments of at 

least a portion, and probably a large one, of an iso-

lated race-conscious community on the vast Hexican bor-

der: "Cuba has a right to be free if she can achieve 

her independence, and all the world . would applaud 
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her success; but neither the United States nor any other 

country has any right to dismember Spain, either for 

their own benefit or to present the detached member to 

any other people." The editor considered the Cubans 

''wholly incapable of self-government" and prophesied 

"the horrors of Santo Domingo in its bloodiest days 

would appear as a picnic" in comparison to the havoc 

emanating from the governance of "Afro-Spanish descend

ants of brutalized slaves."
3 

The pro-Democratic Times refrained from pressing 

McKinley to action, while obviously enjoying his dis

comfort over the issue, until the sinking of the Maine. 

In late 1897 the daily fondly observed: "Republican 

organs admit that it will embarrass the administration 

if the Democrats in Congress introduce a Cuban belli

gerency resoluction." Early in the crucial month of 

February the Times cormnented without passion: "If 

3Ibid., October 3, 1895, 2. 
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McKinley intends to do anything for Cuba it is high time 

he was doing it." Following the publication of the no

torious letter by Spanish Ambassador Dupuy de Lome, 

attacking the American President, the newspaper limited 

its indignation to stating, "Spain's show of contempt for 

the administration at Washington is extremely humiliating 

to the American people .. 

Both newspapers exercised remarkable restraint in 

their editorial comments on the Maine disaster, suspending 

placement of culpability. The Times called for punishment 

of the guilty without fingering Spain. The Herald almost 

flippantly remarked, "It is a good idea to keep warships 

away from Spanish cigarettes." Subsequent wire reports 

and mounting public opinion against Spain pushed both 

journals toward a more bellicose position, however. Sev-

eral weeks later the Herald asserted, "If Spain wiped the 

Maine from the face of the seas we'll have to wipe Spain 

from the face of the land." The Times, increasingly 

critical of McKinley's refusal to ask war, cried in April, 

"Our only hope is Congress, and neither branch should 

wait longer on the President." Until American interven-

tion on April 25 the Times assailed an administrative 

policy which it deemed vacillating, while the Herald 

4El Paso Times, December 19, 1897, 2 (first quo
tation); February 8, 1898, 2 (second quotation); February 
12, 1898, 2 (third quotation). 



urged public support for McKinley as he wrestled with 

his conscience. 5 

El Pasoans appeared inclined to blame Spain for 

the loss of the Maine as soon as news of the disaster 

reached them. A reporter described "the most intense 

excitement among all classes of citizens in the city," 
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most of whom denounced "the treachery of the Spaniards." 

One resident suggested, "The King of Spain should be 

driven from his throne and a governor appointed by the 

President of the United States." A prominent business-

man hoped that the evidence found Spain guilty so that 

the United States could end Spanish impertinence. "Con-

I 

servative men" of the conununity interviewed by one re-

porter agreed that their government should go to war if 

the evidence pointed to Spain. Captain J. R. Hughes of 

the Texas Rangers reacted less hastily, opining, "It 

looks like a trick of the insurgents," but concluded 

that Spain "should be given a good drubbing" if respon

sible for the misdeed.
6 

As with millions of other Americans, El Pasoans 

entertained few doubts that they could drive Spain into 

the sea in short order if permitted to do so. "If the 

5Ibid., February 17, 1898, 2; April 19, 1898,2 
(third quotation); April 29, 1898, 2; El Paso Herald, 
February 16, 1898, 2 (first quotation); March 1, 1898, 2 
(second quotation); March 30, 1898, 2. 

6El Paso Times, February 17, 1898, 3. 
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United States and Spain go to war," predicted a resident, 

"Americans living on the Florida coast will have captured 

Cuba from the Spaniards within ninety days after war is 

declared." A military correspondent at Fort Bliss momen-

tarily expected "a little exercise in or near Havana, 

Cuba. II C. E. "Give-a-Dam" Jones, a colorful candi-

date for city council, brought smiles to the constituency 

with his expressed intention of organizing a regiment of 

cripples for service in the anticipated.war. He judged 

that their inability to run would assure his warriors of 

standing and fighting. The whimsy penetrated the world 

of advertising. Under bold news type proclaiming "War 

Declared," a saddlery shop announced war on high prices. 

Promoters of the fiesta brava in adjoining Cuidad Juarez 

declared in print: "The question is not whether or not 

war will be declared, but whether you will be among the 

throng on Sunday. 

Meanwhile, activities at Fort Bliss mirrored the 

national pulse at Washington. Before the sinking of the 

Maine the garrison on the mesa conducted the normal rou

tine of evening dress parades and thrice-weekly concerts. 

The tragedy at Havana, however, produced an end to social 

7rbid., February 18, 1898, 2 (first quotation); 
El Paso Herald, February 18, 1898, 4 (fourth quotation); 
February 21, 1898, 4 (third quotati~n); February 25, 1898 
4; March 10, 1898, 3 (second quotat1on). 
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events, symbolized by an abrupt cancellation of a session 

of the post Debating Club. The Department of War placed 

all army bases in Texas in a condition of readiness for 

immediate removal. When President McKinley insisted on 

Cuban independence in late March, Washington ordered the 

Eighteenth Infantry companies at Fort Bliss to Fort Sam 

Houston, although it inexplicably countermanded the 

instructions several days later. 8 

The local press now demonstrated the adage of 

desiring to consume and retain its cake at the same time. 

Despite strongly anti-Spanish editorial policies, the 

newspapers expressed regret at the announced removal of 

the infantrymen. The Herald considered the transfer of 

the regimental band a particularly grievous loss to the 

area. The Times viewed the removal as threatening "a 

considerable financial loss to the town." Each journal 

lauded the friendly ties between the townsfolk and the 

military, a point borne out by an influx of city well-

wishers to the fort when the press announced the impend

ing troop movement. 9 

The sudden revocation of marching orders at Wash-

ington sharply divided El Paso newspapers along partisan 

8El Paso Herald, February 15, 1898, 4; February 19, 
1898, 8; february 26, 1898, 8; El Paso ·Times, March 29, 
1898, 3. 

9El Paso Herald, March 28, 1898, 4; El Paso Times, 
March 29, 1898, 3 (quotation). 
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lines. The Times interpreted the countermand as further 

evidence of a weak-kneed foreign policy. Stating scorn

fully that the national administration lacked concern 

for American lives, the Democratic-oriented organ called 

a citizens' indignation meeting. While a number of 

prominent El Pasoans voiced criticism of presidential 

policies at the gathering, they withheld specific resolu

tions for action against Spain until Washington had 

further time in which to act. The pro-Republican Herald 

dismissed both the assemblage and the rhetoric: "The 

few coarse vulgarities indulged in against the President 

were worthy of the condition of those who uttered them." 10 

The editorial pugnacity of the Times apparently 

matched the mood of a large element of the heavily Demo-

cratic city, as Cuban Fever raised temperatures at the 

Pass. A newsman argued that El Paso could raise a troop 

of cavalry and a company of infantry to invade Cuba, "if 
/ 

permitted to do so." A rival reporter agreed that area 

horsemen would be "ready for business, and ready tore-

spond to any call." A local penned a vibrant song, "When 

We Go Sailing to Cuba," which stirred a convocation of 

impatient war veterans. "As a patriotic air," exclaimed 

an observer, if not a music lover. "it stands at the top." 

The jaunty McGinty Club added a saucy touch to Saint 

10 El Paso Herald, March 29, 1898, 2; March 30, 
1898, 2 (quotation). 



122 
Patrick's Day festivities by appending a sign to its 

ubiquitous cannon proclaiming "Cuba Libre" and "Senor 

Weyler, poco tiempo your name will be pants," \vhich 

brought enthusiastic applause from.the curbside audience. 

An admiring border newspaper, the Eagle Pass Guide, mar

veled aloud that such numbers of patriots concentrated 

El P d t . h 1 . . 11 at aso an no ln t e arger cltles. 

Patriots, evidently, also concentrated at Wash-

ington. By April McKinley stood on the verge of asking 

war with Spain from an increasingly bellicose Congress. 

The adjutant at Fort Bliss thought Spain "about to fur-

nish some target practice for our navy and a few prac-

tice marches for our army." The remark constituted a 

fair surmisal, for on April 11 the President requested of 

the national legislature the authority to employ armed 

force to end hostilities in Cuba. Congress deliberated 

the matter for a week, ultimately returning a joint reso

lution in compliance with the Executive's will. 12 

The interval between the war message and the 

legislative response uncorked a spout of excitement at 

the mountain pass. On the day following McKinley's call 

11 rbid., March 12, 1898, 8; El Paso Times, March 
13, 1898, 3 (second quotation); March 18, 1898, 3 (third 
quotation); April 5, 1898, 2; April 30, 1898, 2 (first 
quotation). 

12El Paso Times, April 5, 1898, 3 (quotation); 
Walter Millis, The Martial Spirit: A Study of Our War 
with Spain (Boston, 1931), 138-144. 



to arms Troop A, Fifth Cavalry, at Fort Bliss, received 

notification from the Department of War to prepare for 

immediate relocation. The infantry companies had main-

123 

tained a condition of readiness since the previous abor-

tive marching order, but the prospect of the loss of the 

cavalry troop as well came as a shock to many El Pasoans. 

An observer described the servicemen as in "a fever of 

excitement." The description appeared to fit much of 

the civilian populace also, as crowds milled before the 

news offices to glean Cuban bulletins. The McGinty Club 

poised three field cannon to salute thunderously the an-

ticipated declaration of war, while members busily soli-

cited funds for the necessary gunpowder. One day prior 

to the joint resolution of Congress directing action 

against Spain, the Eighteenth Infantrymen at Fort Bliss 

13 received official notice to depart for New Orleans. 

At this signal El Pasoans demonstrated their af-

fection for the withdrawing military. Prominent citi-

zens promptly staged a farewell banquet for the departing 

officers in the plush setting of the Vendome Hotel. Al

though pressed for time, community leaders raised suffi

cient funds to regale some seventy-five commissioned 

officers and inspire them with militant speeches from for-

mer adherents of both the Blue and the Gray. Reportedly, 

13El Paso Times, April 12, 1898, 3 (quotation); 
El Paso Herald, April 14, 1898, 3; April 17, 1898, 3. 
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half the civilian population cheered the departure of the 

men of Headquarters, H, and D companies from the depot, as 

strains of "Dixie" and other martial tunes rent the even-

ing air. The Texas and Pacific, having underbid the 

Southern Pacific by half, won the honor and the profit 

of filling fourteen cars with 175 officers and enlisted 

men. Fort Bliss, accordingly, was practically abandoned 

and the adjacent international boundary left to the 

custody of the sixty-odd members of the Fifth Cavalry. 14 

McKinley's signature on the Congressional action, 

given on the following day, provided El Pasoans their 

first taste of war since 1865. "The war fever is high," 

stated a spectator, "and it has spread among all classes 

of citizens in this city and vicinity. Hundreds of men 

. are more than willing to go to the front." Amid 

the unfurling of American and Cuban flags and the bois-

terous enlistments of adventuresome citizens, the McGin-

ties punctuated soul-stirring band marches with ear-

splitting blasts from their trio of field p~eces. So 

telling was the effect, when interspersed with factory 

steamwhistles, that some residents of Juarez believed 

11 . d . . 15 
their sister city repe ~ng an arme ~nvas~on. 

14El P T' aso ~mes, April 19, 1898, 3; April 20, 
3· ' El Paso Herald, April 18, 1898, 1· 

' 
April 19, 1898, 

15 El Paso Times, April 21, 1898, 3 ; April 26, 
3 (quotation). 

1898, 
4. 

1898, 
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While El Paso symbolically wrested Cuban freedom 

fighters from the grasp of the Black Legend, the ceaseless· 

pounding of cannon dulled the first blush of belligerence 

for many persons within hearing range. In consuming 

seventy-five dollars worth of subscribed gunpowder the 

guns frightened train passengers and chased elementary 

school pupils from their studies. Complaints from irate 

residents of shattered windows caused by the thundering 

vibrations induced the sheriff to spike McGinty patriot

ism by ordering the guns silenced after three days of 

racket. 16 

There remained the matter of the actual libera-

.tion of Cuba. The powers at Washington neglected to 

issue a call for troops until three days after the offi

cial beginning of the war. As of that date the American 

army possessed 2,143 officers and 26,040 enlisted men, 

untested in foreign combat and only a few with recent 

activity in the Indian wars. Further, a recent Congres-

sional appropriation of fifty million dollars had been 

earmarked for coastal fortifications rather than augmen-

tation of the armed forces. On April 1 the Department of 

War dispatched all the available regiments, twenty-five 

of infantry and ten of cavalry, to concentration points at 

New Orleans, Tampa, Mobile, and Chickamauga, the last 

16El Paso Herald, April 21, 1898, 3; El Paso Times, 
April 23, 1898, 3. 



17 seeming a most unlikely spot. 
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The emaciated condition of the standing army, in 

combination with public enthusiasm for a Cuban campaign, 

dictated that the Spanish-American \.Jar become a demo-

cratic effort. More than adequate support for this ex-

isted among the populace. Secretary of War R. A. Alger 

later recalled that more than 100,000 veterans from both 

sides of the Civil War pleaded for an opportunity to 

serve their reunited nation. And the eagerness of the 

aging combatants scarcely eclipsed the clamor of a younger 

generation to march to the distant drums. Accordingly, 

although Congress approved an enlargement of the regular 

army to somewhat over 62,000 men for the duration of the 

war, the professionals acted essentially as a nucleus for 

an army of citizen soldiers. On April 22 the President 

authorized a volunteer force of 125,000, which, together 

with 100,000 state guardsmen, would place the largest 

18 number of Americans in uniform since Appamattox. 

So great was the public response that besieged 

17Millis, The Martial Spirit, 148; Alger, The 
Spanish-American War, 7, 8, 15. 

18Alger, T~e Spanish-American War, 6; Millis, The, 
Martial Spirit, 157; Charles H. Brown, The Correspondents 
War: Journalists in the Spanish-American War (New York, 
T907), 157-159; Richard H. Titherington, A History of the 
Spanish-American War of 1898 (Freeport, New York, 1971~ 
105-106; Jack CameronDierks, A Leap to Arms: The:_ Cuban 
Campaign of 1898 (Philadelphia and New York, 1970), 40-42. 
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governors quickly filled the quotas assigned in accordance 

to population to the states and territories. "The ques

tion was, not what States would be called upon for 

troops," remembered Secretary of War Alger, "but how many 

of the thousands of men applying could be accepted?" 

Texas, allocated four regiments, provided 231 officers and 

5,054 men, including personnel with special qualifications 

recruited at large. "It is desired that El Paso put for-

ward as many men as possible and she will doubtless do 

her full duty." declared a community leader. To the dis-

may of those in a fighting mood at the Pass, however, El 

Paso received no part of the state's allocation, which 

quickly dissipated by the populous eastern portion of 

Texas. II . . it looks very much as if the powers at 

Austin have agreed to ignore El Paso's right to represen-

tation among the troops in Texas," sorrowed a dejected 

. 19 patrlot. 

Spirited El Pasoans, therefore, could either at

tempt to fill unused quotas of communities in Texas and 

New Mexico or await a new call from Austin or Washington. 

While the former option promised the better immediate 

prospect of combat in an anticipated brief war, the latter 

made a strong appeal to city pride. Accordingly, each 

19Alger, The Spanish-American War, 18, 19 (first 
quotation); El Paso-Times, April 26, 1~, 3 (second 
quotation); April 30, 1898, 2 (third quotation). 
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possibility drew adherents and detractors. Dr. William 

M. Yandell quickly recruited twenty-five volunteers for 

active service and wired Dallas of their availability. 

But this measure met with contempt from Captain Charles 

Davis, customs collector, who preferred organizing local 

companies for the glory of El Paso and awaiting new calls 

to arms. Mayor Joseph Magoffin received authorization 

from General John M. Schofield to recruit for the National 

Volunteer Reserve, on the promise of active duty in the 

event the numbers of current volunteers proved inadequate. 

The likelihood appeared remote, judged by the paucity of 

1 . 20 en ~stees. 

Captain A. C. McCoombs, commanding officer at Fort 

Bliss, informed belligerent-minded El Pasoans of the 

availability of active duty by enlisting in the regular 

army, its size having been doubled by recent Congressional 

enactment. While the Department of War permitted citizens 

between the ages of eighteen and thirty-five to choose 

their arm of service and volunteer for front-line duty, 

the professional ranks offered less attraction than the 

volunteer units to many El Pasoans. The regular army 

required a fixed term of enlistment with exacting disci-

pline, while failing to match the glamour and democratic 

rowdiness of the volunteer companies. Noting the reluctant 

20El Paso Herald, April 28, 1898, 1; El Paso Times, 
April 26, 1898, 3; May 14, 1898, 3. 
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response to McCoomb's call, an editor bridled, "Where are 

all those El Paso warriors who have been smelling blood?" 

On the day that McCoombs delivered his plea for enlistees 

in the regulars, fourteen young locals commuted the fifty 

miles to Las Cruces, New Mexico, signing as territorial 

residents with "Teddy's Terrors," Roosevelt's volunteer 

cavalry unit. 21 

A considerable body of opinion at the Pass held 

that an El Pasoan's chances of engaging Spaniards in 

hand to hand combat appeared as promising at home as in 

Santiago. Though perhaps only a dozen Spanish people 

resided at Juarez, there were plenty of Mexicans, and word 

continually circulated of conspiracies on the right bank 

''to march on Washington and capture McKinley after El 

Paso had been rounded up." Within a week of the beginning 

of hostilities, sinister reports of well-armed Mexicans 

and Spaniards plotting at Sonora wafted to the Pass. One 

news item had the citizens of Bisbee, Arizona, alarmed at 

an impending invasion from the south. From Del Rio, 

Texas came rumors of a pro-Spanish plot to detonate the 

Pecos River railroad bridge. As a tribute to variety, 

New Mexico settlers expressed fear of an Apache uprising 

in the absence of regular troops transferred to points of 

21El Paso Times, May 1, 1898, 3; El Paso Herald, 
May .2, 1898, 4. 
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Consequently, one hundred and fifty locals at

tended a mass meeting in early May to organize a home 

guard while at the same time creating a component of 

volunteers for active service when the new call carne. 

All rendered three cheers for Commodore George Dewey's 

recent rout of a decrepit Spanish fleet at Manila Bay 

and listened attentively as an orator described war 
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deaths as "a reasonable sacrifice on the alter of right." 

Judge Peyton E. Edwards, chairman of the meeting, sounded 

a less flamboyant note, however. "I have seen the begin-

ning of one war," he recalled, "and I have heard some of 

the big men make speeches, yet they never went to fight, 

and I do not propose to be like them." He described the 

possibility of an El Paso company being dispatched to 

Cuba and pointed out that interested persons could join 

both the home guard and the active volunteers. Edwards 

acknowledged his inability to obtain a license from 

Austin permitting the organization of the units, but he 

believed taking such an action in the face of the failure 

to obtain a permit, while a violation of the law, would 

carry no penalty. Of the persuation that they also serve 

who only stand and wait, the audience eagerly sought 

22El Paso Times, May 4, 1898, 3 (quotation); El 
Paso Herald, 1898, 2; April 29, 1898, 1. 



membership in the home ,guard. 23 

Forming a company for active duty, however, re

mained another matter. "All passed off smoothly as re-
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garding the home guards," snorted an observer, "but when 

it came to . organizing a . . force to go to the 

front and face real Spaniards, the ardor of the crowd 

visibly cooled, and about ninety per cent hastily dis

persed." Only eight brave souls stepped forward, caus-

ing Judge Edwards to recess the meeting until the fol

lowing night, at which time, lamented the observer, 

"another attempt will be made to induce El Pasoans to 

go out and serve the country." The delay infused little 

boldness: fifteen persons turned out, "some in the 

capacity of spectators only and some who had already 

volunteered at the previous meeting." The two meetings 

netted fifteen recruits, markedly short of the. eighty-

24 
four enlistees necessary to constitute a company. 

Mayor Magoffin fared no better in arousing inter

est in the National Volunteer Reserve, for which he re-

cruited members. His efforts produced one volunteer, a 

newsman, who wrote sardonically, " the mayor as-

serts that he has not ~ompletely made up his mind to lead 

23 El Paso Herald, May 3, 1898, 2, 4 (quotations); 
El Paso Times, May 3, 1398, 3. 

24El Paso Times, May 3, 1898, 3 (first quotation); 
May 4, 1898, 3 (second quotation). 
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his detachment of one private and a recruiting officer 

against the Spaniaxds 

campaign altogether." 25 

[and] may abandon his daring 

The home guard lost no time in preparing to save 

El Paso from the clutches of twelve-year-old Alfonso XIII. 

Regulations established at the first meeting in early May 

stipulated that each member should provide himself with a 

gun and pistol, cartridge belt, and forty rounds of am-

munition. In addition to regular meetings on Tuesday and 

Thursday evenings, the guardsmen stood on emergency no-

tice to concentrate at the nearest assemblage point at 

the signal of three shots in rapid succession from a 

McGinty cannon. The officers recommended that civilians 

vacate the streets during alarms, rather sage advice in 

light of the enthusiasm expressed by some of the members. 

Local sportsman Australian Billy Smith commented pessi-

mistically on the feasibility of the procedure, however. 

"The McGinty cannon will blow the bloody window lights 

to h--1," he predicted, "and the murdering Spaniards will 

spike the blooming guns." 26 

The alleged "murdering Spaniards" and their 

possible Mexican connections continued as a topic of much 

concern at the Pass. Early rumors of invasion plots 

ZSibid., May 14, 1898, 3. 

26 Ib~d., M 5 1898 3 ..L ay , , . 
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below the Rio Grande, largely responsible for the organi

zation of the home guard, sporadically produced fist 

fights between Americans and Spaniards or Mexicans on 

both banks of the river. For such reasons the decision 

from Washington to remove the remaining cavalry company 

from Fort Bliss ~n mid-May, following the inability of 

Admiral William T. Sampson to turn back the Spanish fleet 

from Santiago, heightened tensions at El Paso. After 

May 13 only one officer, four enlisted men, and several 

civilians occupied the new fort on the mesa. Gone, even, 

was the six-months-old canine "Dewey," mascot of Troop A. 

"Seriously," intoned an editor, "with all the soldiers 

gone from this section . . it would only be acting on 

grounds of simple common sense for every citizen to have 

his guns and ammunition ready for instant use at all 

times." 27 

Fortunately, no crisis developed in the absence 

of the regulars from Fort Bliss. The Mexican government, 

torn between a cultural affinity with Spain and cordial 

relations with the United States, immediately elected a 

policy of neutrality. Under the date April 22, but pub

lished by the El Paso press a few days after the evacua

tion of the garrison, the chief clerk to the Mexican 

secretary of state circulated to all state and local 

27 rbid., May 4, 1898, 3; May 12, 1898, 3; El Paso 

Herald, May 14, 1898, 1 (quotation). 



officials throughout Porfirian Mexico a statement of 

strict impartiality. 

It is hoped that you will take every means 
to second the high views of the Executive in 
this respect, repressing with firmness any 
contrary intent, in order to avoid the com
mittance of any act, either public or private, 
which shall not be in accord with the attitude 
which Mexico should guard during this lament
able conflict . . . avoiding equally or re
pressing . . . collisions b2sween citizens of 
the two contending nations. 

Observers noted that Mexican officials and cit-

izens tended, in fact, to show partiality to Americans. 

A Chihuahuan, insisting that most Mexicans favored Cu-

ban independence, told of an altercation in northern 
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Mexico in which an American badly beat a Spaniard. Yet, 

Mexican authorities arrested and fined the latter, while 

releasing the American. On another occasion Juarez 

police detained a saloon owner and bartender for allow-

ing someone on the premises to shout "Viva Espana" dur-

ing an argument. In the last month of the war a group 

of Spanish gamblers precipitated a shooting in Sonora 

when they ordered several American prospectors to haul 

down an American flag which graced the mining tent of the 

latter. When the Americans fatally wounded several of 

the attackers, Mexican officials reportedly applauded 

their courage, extended them every courtesy, and pre

sented them the most direct route to the international 

28 El Paso Herald, May 18, 1898, 2. 
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1 . 29 
~ne. 

El Pasoans of Mexican descent also supported the 

United States. Although Anglos maintained their civic 

leadership in war as in peace, a sprinkling of Latin names 

appeared on the muster rolls. Within a week of the organ

ization of a voluntary cavalry guard by area Anglos ~n 

mid-Narch, one hundred Texas-born Mexicans formed a ca-

valry militia of their own in the southern reaches of the 

city. Moreover, no dreaded plot against the United States 

involving Mexicans surfaced on either side of the border. 

Whereas earlier in the Spanish-American conflict the lo-

cal press had published dire prophecies of border warfare, 

in mid-May an El Paso journal reprinted an item from the 

Eagle Pass Guide which described conditions at both points 

on the border: 

Those who live at a distance do not understand 
the circumstances and naturally think the border 
is a very unsafe place just now. Especially is 
this the case with all who are not familiar with 
the Mexicans. Many people believe the Mexicans 
are in SYWBathy with the Spaniards. This is not 
the case.3 

As for the small Spanish population on each bank 

of the Rio Grande, they appear to have nurtured some 

legitimate grievances. Spanish residents of Mexico often 

29 rbid., May 3, 1898, 4; May 20, 1898, 2 (quota
tion); El Paso Times, July 8, 1898, 3. 

30El Paso Herald, March 19, 1898, 7; June 14, 1898, 
El Paso Times, May 17, 1898, 2 (quotation). 
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received discourtesies from Mexican officials. Spanish 

inhabitants of El Paso, in turn, frequently heard accu

sations of disloyalty. As example, an American-born 

schoolmaster of Spanish descent complained of unfounded 

allegations in a local newspaper which branded him as an 

outspoken sympathizer of the king. The unfavorable pub

licity conceivably hastened the subsequent demise of his 

academy. Even the French and Italians bore too close a 

resemblance to the Spanish to suit some El Pasoans. As-

serting that Americans displayed "unreasonable" antagonism 

toward those races at the Pass, the French consul emphat-

ically denied press rumors that the French colony in El 

P d J h b d S . h . 31 aso an uarez ar ore pro- pan~s sent~ments. 

Enthusiasm in El Paso for active duty, languishing 

since the first call for volunteers had omitted the area 

from the state quota, surged anew in late May when Wash

ington issued a second call. An editor enthused that 

there was no longer any reason for "sad expressions" on 

the faces of aspiring warriors overlooked in the first 

call as they now had the opportunity to "wade in Spanish 

gore." Unfortunately for those of martial temperament, 

however, the opportunity never really presented itself. 

Texas Governor Charles Culberson refrained from authoriz-

ing a new regiment on the grounds that he awaited details 

31El Paso Times, May 31, 1898, 3; El Paso Herald, 
May 28, 1898, 8 (quotation). 
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from the Department of War. Several weeks later Washing

ton announced that 43,000 of the 75,000 new allocations 

would go toward filling vacancies in the previously

organized regiments, thereby severely limiting the paten-

tial number of new units. As it turned out, Texas re-

ceived an authorization for one more infantry regiment, 

which, like others, drew its membership from populated 

areas hundreds of miles east of El Paso. 32 

Meanwhile, a goodly number of El Pasoans managed 

to press themselves into the volunteer service by enlist-

ing in special units organized elsewhere. The Department 

of War solicited Southerners, particularly blacks, who 

were immune from yellow fever as a result of previous 

contact, to serve as occupation forces in disease-ridden 

Cuba. Southern whites, even those who had never wit-

nessed a case of yellow fever, preferred, however, to fill 

all the vacancies themselves. As a result of such eager-

ness to serve the war in any capacity, thousands of Amer-

icans falsely swore to immunity from the dreaded disease, 

a matter whose revelation late in the war produced a 

minor scandal. El Pasoans filled an entire company and 

part of another, though an observer subsequently doubted 

that two hundred Texans in the whole immune regiment 

32El Paso Times, May 26, 1898, 3 (quotation); 
May 29, 1898, 2; June 18, 1898, 1; June 23, 1898, 2. 
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"ever saw" any victim of the disease before volunteering. 33 

In El Paso the condition of immunity as a require

ment for enlistment was never even discussed publicly. 

Recruiting officer John Kinney, of Galveston, wired Juan 

S. Hart, editor of the Times, in late May that vacancies 

existed in the Galveston Volunteer Regiment for as many 

males between the ages of eighteen and forty-five as Hart 

could muster. Perhaps the policy was to allow the govern-

ment to screen out the ineligibles after enlistment, but 

only news dispatches carrying datelines from distant 

cities mentioned the special nature of the Galveston 

regiment, which was recruited from across the nation. 

After several days of heavy recruiting Captain Hart de-

parted the Pass with 115 volunteers and two commissioned 

officers as Company G, bound for the Gulf port. Between 

fifteen and twenty recruits received word too late to 

make the train and awaited further instructions. "El 

Paso has sent one hundred and fifty of her young men to 

the front to fight the Spaniards," calculated an editor, 

"and can send as many more if they are needed." 34 

El Pasoans celebrated their new fighting stance. 

33Alger, The Spanish-American War, 17; El Paso 
Times, August 4, 1[98, 2. 

34El Paso Times, May 26, 1898, 3; May 31, 1898, 
2, 3 (quotation); June 1, 1898, 3; The company became 
C Company shortly after its arrival at Galveston, ibid., 
June 15, 1898, 3. 
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When the Eighteenth Infantry, several companies of which 

had been stationed ~t Fort Bliss prior to the war, crossed 

en route to San Francisco and the Philippines, "a good 

sized crowd" greeted the infantrymen with cheers and 

baskets of delicacies. In early June C. E. Jones left 

for New Orleans with forty-six "irrununes," the special 

qualification again unreported locally, to be a contin-

gent of the "East Texas" Regiment. Amid rumors of an 

imminent third levy of volunteers, which the brevity of 

the war precluded, W. W. Kitchens and Joseph U. Sweeney 

quickly signed a dozen men while awaiting authorization. 

Another active recruiter enlisted 135 patriots from an 

adjoining area of New Mexico in anticipation of a later 

call. The regular army, which inducted ten recruits as 

the Fifth Cavalry unit abandoned Fort Bliss in mid-May, 

enlisted seven more men in a brief recruiting effort one 

month later. 35 

Still, both newspapers persistently prodded the 

city to exhibit more spirit. In late May the Herald 

left-handedly saluted a flag-raising ceremony as "the 

first public demonstration of patriotic feeling in El 

Paso since the war began." Several days later while 

asking public contributions of one or two thousand dollars 

35El Paso Herald, May 27, 1898, 4 (quotation); 
June 3, 1898, 4; June 9, 1898, 4; June 14, 1898, 4; July 
13,1898, 4; El Paso Times, June 7, 1898, 3. 
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for a Fourth of July celebration, the editor sniffed, "El 

Paso has not distinguished herself for patriotism." The 

Times sounded the same discordant note. The journal re

ported that a fund-raising committee for celebrating the 

national holiday "met with such poor encouragement" as 

to abandon the effort. "El Paso patriotism is not in the 

running with other western cities," thundered the editor 

while praising Deming and Las Cruces, New Mexico, as con-

trasts. "It laid down at the post, consequently El Paso 

will have no big Fourth of July celebration. But the 

least said on this subject the better for the reputation 

of the El Paso brand of patriotism."36 

The missiles apparently produced the desired jolt. 

In less than a week the press congratulated the public 

for responding energetically to a call for gift boxes to 

the local volunteers at Galveston. Parcels of food, to-

bacco, and liquor presented the Times business office the 

appearance of "a commissary store room," according to that 

organ. Later ln June El Pasoans filled Myars' Opera House 

to overflowing to applaud a literary and musical program 

staged by the Blue and Gray Monument Association. These 

events served as prelude to the spirit manifested by the 

populace on July Fourth, the subscription having been 

36El Paso Herald, May 31, 1898, 2 (first quota
tion); June 3, 1898, 2 (second quotation); El Paso Times, 
June 11, 1898, 2, 3 (third quotation). 



raised after all, an occasion marked by the presence of 

two Mexican bands from Chihuahua and two troops of vol-
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unteer cavalry. Deeming it the "greatest event of its 

time recorded in the history of the town," an editor now 

exclaimed, "Indeed, El Paso always does the proper thing 

at the proper time." 37 

The isolation of El Paso from the populated cen-

ters of the nation, the distance from the war zones, and 

the failure of a rumored Spanish threat from below the 

border to materialize conceivably caused the martial 

spirit of El Pasoans to flag at times. The home guard, 

despairing of sighting an armed Spaniard climbing from 

the Rio Grande, required reorganization "on account of 

waning interest which was manifested by members. II 

Visitors to Lanoria Mesa witnessed only a skeleton force 

at Fort Bliss until the end of July. "There are about 

twenty men at the post, including civilians," mused an 

army plumber in a trade journal, "and each of us has a 

Krag-Jorgensen rifle and forty rounds of ammunition to 

make round holes in the first man what don't stop when we 

tells him ter 'Halt.'" Perhaps driven. to distraction by 

the loneliness of the duty, he volunteered to his counter-

parts, "Our cook speaks seven languages and Mexican, and 

37El Paso Times, June 15, 1898, 3 (first quota
tion); June 26, 1898, 3; July 5, 1898, 2 (second quota
tion). 
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writes the bill of fare in a different hand each day." 38 

The press strained to keep the dwindling war alive 

to El Pasoans. "A murderer awaiting execution at Sing 

Sing is very busy studying Spanish," claimed a scribe. 

"He will undoubtedly have frequent occasion to use it down 

there in the pit of flaming sulphur." The local news-

papers carried front-page wire coverage of military cam

paigns and, increasingly, reports of imminent Spanish 

surrender. Both journals maintained the interest of 

relatives and friends of the area volunteers by frequently 

publishing extensive co1nmunications from correspondents 

or servicemen from the volunteer camps at Galveston and 

New Orleans. 39 

El Paso's two companies of irnrnunes had departed the 

Pass in the expectation of soon confronting the enemy. 

Although news reports frequently placed them at dockside, 

however, the West Texans frustratingly ended their tours 

of duty on American soil. Even before the end of June 

Captain Juan Hart's volunteers expressed dissatisfaction 

with the tedium of military routine after the Gulf beaches 

lost their charm. A correspondent recorded that they had 

received new clothing, performed well in drill, and were 

3Brbid., June 8, 1898, 3 (first quotation); 
El Paso Herald, July 11, 1898, 3 (second quotation). 

39El Paso Herald, June 23, 1898, 2; July 11, 
1898, 2 (quotation); El Paso Times, August 2, 1898, 4. 
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graciously received by the townspeople. "But," he con-

fided, "there are a lot of them who wish they could come 

home." An El Paso journal chided its Galveston counter-

part for insufficient news coverage of El Pasoans at 

Camp Hawley, Galveston, asserting that many West Texans 

had stopped purchasing the island newspaper as a result. 

A local editor suggested that the daily follow the prac

tice of the Houston press and publicize the city through 

its garrison. He might have used the El Paso journals as 

40 another example. 

Hart's volunteers passed several months of anti-

cipation tempered by disillusion, with a bountiful supply 

of boredom. In mid-July Adjutant General A. C. Corbin 

directed Colonel Charles Richie, commanding the First 

United States Volunteer Infantry Regiment at Galveston, to 

place his forces in a condition of readiness to proceed to 

Cuba. Ten days later the unit entrained to New Orleans, 

prompting an El Paso newsman to cluck, "It is too bad the 

Texas Regiment of Spanish microbe exterminators will not 

reach Cuba in time to do any extermination. Peace is 

just what our soldiers did not want at this time." ·As it 

turned out, the volunteers did not reach Cuba at all. 

Already experiencing difficulty in controlling the immune 

units garrisoned in Cuba, the army in late August returned 

40El Paso Times, June 2, 1898, 2, 3; El Paso 
Herald, June 23, 1898, 2. 



the Texans, amid rumors of insubordination and drunken-

ness, to Galveston. While at New Orleans, Captain Hart 

employed his eloquence to advantage in convincing a 

court martial to clear several of his men of charges of 

willfully purchasing and consuming pies in violation of 

. 1 . 41 
mart~net camp regu at~ons. 

El Paso's other volunteer company fared even 

worse. Sent immediately to New Orleans the East Texas 

Regiment also sat out the war far from Santiago. "Life 

144 

in this place is about as unpleasant as anything that 

may be imagined," swore a West Texan. Additionally, the 

company lost its identification with El Paso through 

several stages of reorganization. As soon as the El 

Pasoans reached New Orleans they saw their company aug-

mented by an equal number of non-West Texans. Subsequent 

to this, the commanding officer replaced Jones as com-

pany commander with an Austin resident. The latter move 

prompted a number of El Pasoans to attempt desertion, re

sulting in their forced return to camp. Apparently few, 

if any, local enlistees saw combat, for even a Rough 

Rider complained of landing in Santiago after the cessa-

. f h '1' . 42 
t~on o ost~ ~t~es. 

41El Paso Times, July 14, 1898, 3; July 26, 1898, 

2 (quotation); August 16, 1898, 4; August 23, 1898, 4. 

42 rbid., June 15, 1898, 3; August 19, 1898, 4 

(quotation); El Paso Herald, September 20, 1898, 4; El 

Paso volunteers fared as well as other Texas citizen

soldiers in their inability to reach the combat zone, The 



With the slackening of war fever by late July 

some locals evidently criticized the service records of 

recruits who failed to reach the front. "A few of the 

stay-at-horne gang in El Paso are inclined to refer to 
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the El Paso volunteers for the war as 'burns' and 'hobos '" , 

railed a defender. "l.Jell, the men who offered to go to 

the front to die for their country have our respect, our 

love and our admiration. That is more than we glve the 

political warts who remain at horne and question the mo

tives of our gallant volunteers." Indeed, one El 

Pasoan figured in the peace negotiations, if not in corn-

bat. In late August President McKinley selected Juan 

Hart, editor of the Times and captain of the El Paso 

company of volunteers, as attache to the American peace 

commission, in which role he acted as interpreter and 

First Regiment, organized at Austin, May 10 and 12, with 
46 officers and 956 enlisted men, garrisoned Mobile, 
Miami, Jacksonville, and Savannah, before reaching Cuba in 
late December 1898. The Second Regiment, organized at 
Austin, May 11 to 13, with 46 officers and 956 enlisted 
men, drilled at Mobile, Miami, and Jacksonville, before 
mustering at Dallas in late September, 1898. The Third 
Regiment, organized at Austin, May 6 to 14, with 46 offi
cers and 943 enlisted men, occupied posts in Texas, Flor

ida, and Louisiana, disbanding in February, 1899. The 
Fourth Regiment, created in Houston, July 8 to 30, corn
posed of 46 officers and 1,240 enlisted men, served the 
war effort in San Antonio, where it dissolved the follow
ing March. The First Cavalry, inaugurated in Austin, 
May 14 and 15, with 47 officers and 959 enlisted men, 
occupied several Texas posts before its dissolution in 
mid-November, 1898. See United States Adjutant General's 

Office, Correspondence Relating to the War with ~pain and 
Conditions Growing out of Same (Washington, 1902 , I, 019-
620. --
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inspector of Spanish records. 43 

For a community accustomed to housing a military 

garrison for the past twenty years, El Paso maintained 

itself well during the virtual abandonment of Fort Bliss 

from mid-May until late July, a tribute to the growing 

maturity of the city. The local economy, based since 

the early 1880s on a steadily expanding financial struc-

ture, continued an upward trend. Businessmen and pro-

perty owners expressed satisfaction with financial con-

ditions, which included a housing shortage. "If you 

will take a good look at El Paso," suggested the Times 

in the vernacular, "you will be convinced that Chicago 

is not so many." The Herald agreed, while emphasizing 

that the city's prosperity rested on "steady growth .and 

sure development," while avoiding a boom. Seasonal 

flooding threatened El Paso as the Rio Grande rose two 

inches higher than the devastating waters of the pre-

vious year, a particularly ominous event in the absence 

of a garrison to provide relief, but, fortunately, the 

river receded quickly, "without much damage." 44 

Nevertheless, El Paso welcomed the arrival on 

July 29 of Troop F of the First Texas Volunteer Cavalry 

43El Paso Times, July 26, 1898, 2 (quotation); 
August 21, 1898, 6. 

44rbid., July 20, 1898, 3; July 31, 1898, 4 
(first quotation); El Paso Herald, July 11, 1898, 2 
(second quotation); July 23, 1898, 2. 
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as the first occupants of Fort Bliss, save for a score of 

soldiers and the imaginative plumber, since May 13. The 

unit, organized at Fort Worth and previously garrisoned 

at San Antonio, received greetings at the depot from a 

sizeable gathering of townsfolk. Major C. Towles' 104 

horsemen immediately struck a sympathetic chord with the 

citizenry when one of their number beamed, "We are all 

much pleased with being assigned to Fort Bliss for the 

squadron headquarters." A newsman described the volun-

teers as "a little lonesome," but "sincere as can be and 

one hardly ever hears a grumble from any of them." The 

troopers quickly fielded a baseball team and lost a lop-

"d d 1 1 . 45 Sl e encounter to a oca nlne. 

The relationship, however, failed to maintain the 

warmth of the desert air. As with other volunteer troops 

stationed at various points in the state, the citizen-

soldiers tired of camp life without the prospect of mili-

tary glory and importuned Washington for discharge. In 

isolated El Paso boredom and frustration took the form of 

anti-social behavior in the case of some. In late August 

several drunken soldiers roamed the downtown streets in a 

manner judged by an observer as "a very disgraceful scene." 

A peace officer jailed a particularly rowdy trooper, while 

45El Paso Herald, July 30, 1898, 1; August 2, 
1898, 4 (quotation); El Paso Times, July 30, 1898, 3; 
August 16, 1898, 3. 
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the remainder of the group "put in the night in very ex

citing sports." Some of the soldiers darkly threatened 

to capture the town, inspiring a local to exclaim, "It 

seems as if they came to town to make asses of themselves, 

and they succeeded admirably." When, in late September, 

Troop F left for San Antonio in preparation for military 

discharge, few El Pasoans mourned their exit. "Consid-

erable relief was felt at their departure," stated an 

army reporter with unusual candor, "for their discipline 

was very lax. Two weeks ago Chaplain Kelly's house was 

entered while he was at church and two gold watches were 

taken."46 

Company C of the Third Texas Volunteer Infantry 

replaced the cavalry unit at Fort Bliss later in the year 

and fared little better in the estimation of many resi-

dents of the Pass. After the arrest of a non-commissioned 

officer who had struck a civilian during an argument in 

the Wigwam Saloon and struggled with police, the judge 

lashed at the conduct of the volunteers to the arrested 

man, asserting that they had "given more trouble than all 

the tramps that came to town." The accused indignantly 

denied the appraisal, blaming all past disturbances upon 

the cavalrymen formerly stationed at the post and 

46El Paso Herald, August 20, 1898, 4 (first quo
tation); Army and Navy Journal, October 8, 1898, 144 
(second quotation). 



acclaiming his comrades as "gentlemen." Nevertheless, 

the unsympathetic magistrate fined the soldier ten dol-

lars and warned that future offenses by military per

sonnel would bring fifteen dollar fines with an addi

tional five dollar levy for each new infraction. 47 

The military installation itself likewise suf-
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fered from the occupancy of the volunteer infantry. 

Members of the company reportedly stole articles left 

behind by the Eighteenth Infantry. A correspondent fur-

ther noted, "all the chicken roosts in the post have at 

intervals been relieved of their feathered ornaments, and 

said ornaments, minus the feathers, have been converted 

into chicken pot pie for the delectation of the defenders 

of our country." The abuse extended beyond pilfering of 

personal property and chicken theft. In early 1899, fol-

lowing the transfer of the unit, Fort Bliss underwent "a 

thorough siege of repairs," including the painting of 

quarters, replacement of windows and glass doors, and 

other items "unceremoniously torn from their places by 

the volunteers. 

Neither the machinations of the citizen-soldiers 

nor the existence of a vibrant economy, to which railroads, 

47El Paso Herald, September 27, 1898, 4; El Paso 

Times, October 20, 1898, 4 (quotation). 

48 
tsm§ and Navy Journal, January 28, 1899, 517; 

March 18, 9 ,-;s4. 
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a smelter, and various factories contributed nearly a 

quarter of a million dollars monthly, dampened the ardor 

of the town fathers for a larger garrison on the mesa. 

Just as they sought to attract a new smelting company, a 

power plant, and an electrical streetcar system, the 

civic leaders pressed an opportunity in late summer to 

augment the fort. The end of the war sparked a debate at 

Washington over a redistribution of the regular forces 

among the nation's posts, and a report that the Depart

ment of War planned a concentration of troops at health

ful locations of economical maintenance aroused enthu

siasm at the Pass. A local judge conjectured that an 

endorsement by all officers previously stationed at the 

fort could secure as many as nine thousand soldiers for 

Fort Bliss. Promising that "There would be no sickness 

in camp at Fort Bliss," the Times urged that the city 

dispatch "one of our good citizens to interview the War 

Department on the subject." Evidently anticipating suc

cess, the Herald worried over the inaccessibility of 

transportation linking the town and fort. "The electric 

streetcars should soon be running from Juarez to Fort 

Bliss," it lectured. "If the old companies feel unable 

to put them on, no doubt they can sell their franchises 

to a company that will." Meanwhile, discharges deci

mated the company at the local post to eighty members, 

and even they longed to join their comrades in civilian 
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In hopes of influencing Congress to expand the 

regular army, the Herald, near year's end, devoted the 

most forceful editorial yet supporting the augmentation 

of the mesa fortress. "It is plain that no place within 

a radius of six hundred miles is so well suited for a 

great military post as is El Paso," it began. First, 

the post already existed, established at considerable 

expense to the government and never utilized to capacity. 

Secondly, El Paso constituted the largest city south of 

Denver and the most sizeable community between Fort Worth 

and Los Angeles. Thirdly, seven railroads meshed at the 

Pass, facilitating the rapid movement of troops to any 

part of the Mexican border or the Indian country. To 

these arguments designed to persuade Washington, the edi-

tor added an item to fire local enthusiasm: " . . . a 

great army post here would naturally become the headquar

ters for the supplies of many surrounding posts." Like 

its competitor, the Herald exhorted the populace "to bring 

strong pressure to bear at Washington" to realize the aug-
50 

mentation of Fort Bliss to twelve companies or more. 

Significantly, the editor refrained from pressing 

49El Paso Times, June 11, 1898, 3; October 8, 1893, 
2 (first quotation); El Paso Herald, October 5, 1898 
(second quotation); October 12, 1898, 4; November 4, 1898, 
1. 

so El Paso Herald, December 3, 1898, 2. 
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the claim of El Paso as a healthful location. With mor-

bid irony incidents of smallpox appeared in the southern 

section of the city concurrent with the inauguration of 

a campaign to present Fort Bliss as a salubrious winter 

camp. By early December of 1898 the disease had claimed 

five deaths from twenty-seven occurrences, and military 

authorities were isolating and vaccinating all personnel 

at the base. Dr. William M. Yandell, state quarantine 

officer, protested the quarantine as unwarranted and 

likely to panic the public. However, other residents 

rebuked the health officials for being insufficiently con-

cerned about the early attacks simply because they seemed 

restricted to the predominantly Mexican area of the city. 

The Herald, politically at odds with the local govern

ments, accused the board of health of suppressing infor

mation about the smallpox and stifling freedom of the 

press. Fortunately, by early January the rate of conta

gion had dropped sufficiently to allow the army to lift 

the quarantine of Fort Bliss, which had suffered but one 

"11 51 ~ ness. 

The flurry of smallpox also incited a controversy 

at the previous site of Fort Bliss. Following the out

break of the disease, the national government placed the 

long barracks building at Old Fort Bliss at the disposal 

51 rbid., December 4, 1898, 6; December 5, 1898, 
8; December 9, 1898, 2. 



of the city and county as a pesthouse. Although some 

residents of adjoining areas protested, local authori-
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ties renovated the structure as a temporary facility while 

preparing to demolish the existing hospital and construct 

a new one. However, in late November Judge Anderson M. 

Walthal, acting on a petition from disgruntled neighbors 

and the management of the adjacent smelter, enjoined the 

city and county from effecting their plan. Mayor Joseph 

Magoffin opposed the court order, arguing that the site 

lay four hundred feet from the nearest residence, which 

he held more than adequate distance to protect citizens. 

Since the existing pesthouse had admitted patients to 

capacity, the ruling threatened to intensify the health 

hazard that the court was attempting to prevent. One 

patient, in fact, died when the bench ordered him removed 

from Old Fort Bliss in spite of the bitter opposition of 

the mayor. The Herald, in turn, chastised the local Dem

ocratic administration for spending a reported $1,500 to 

convert the barracks into a useless hospital. Under 

heavy criticism from local officials, the newspaper re

tracted the statement, acknowledging that the sum expended 

in the renovation "was comparatively small."
52 

In the last days of the year of the Spanish-

American War El Paso turned its attention to another 

52El Paso Herald, November 21, 1898, 8; November 
23, 1898, 8; November 29, 1898, 2; November 30, 1898, 8 
(quotation); December 2, 1898, 8. 
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branch of the service in an attempt to locate still 

another governmental installation at the Pass. The navy 

was seeking a marine hospital in a favorable clime to 

treat personnel with throat and lung ailments. A rep

resentative of the marine hospital department visited 

El Paso in late 1898 on the basis of a report submitted 

by Dr. E. Alexander, United States Sanitary Inspector, 

which extolled the area's mild and sunny climate and 

access to rail transportation. "In case this city is 

selected for the hospital," beamed an editor, "consid-

erable money will be spent on the buildings and El Paso 

will receive the endorsement of government experts as a 

fine health resort. It will be a big card for El Paso." 53 

The card, it developed, was not in the deck. Fort 

Stanton, New Mexico, harboring, El Pasoans claimed, a 

"very severe" winter climate which would "prove hard on 

consumptives," received the marine hospital several months 

later. An unpleasant corollary arose when the visiting 

official of the maritime hospital service persuaded the 

national government to establish a permanent quarantine 

station at El Paso to prevent further entry of smallpox 

from the Mexican border. Washington assigned responsi

bility of health measures to Dr. Alexander, who, in turn, 

ordered all persons entering El Paso from the south to 

53El Paso Times, December 31, 1898, 7. 
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produce evidence of a vaccination or previous exposure 

to the disease. Juarez merchants, fearing a loss of 

business, voiced great displeasure. The Mexican govern

ment declared Dr. Alexander, a Juarez resident of twenty-

two years, "a pernicious foreigner" and expelled him from 

the country. Several months later irate Chihuahuans kept 

his memory alive by burning the medical doctor in effigy, 

as _a substitute for Judas on Good Friday. 54 

El Paso's frustration over its inability to expand 

Fort Bliss during 1898 could only have been enhanced by a 

statement from General William R. Shafter, who crossed the 

Pass the following January. When a reporter asked the 

corpulent officer his opinion on enlarging the post, 

Shafter displayed a complete lack of familiarity with the 

issue. "I thought you had a large post at Fort Bliss," 

he replied. "I was under the impression that the fort 

was built for a twelve-company post and that you had eight 

companies here. You had only four companies? Well. 

you certainly should have a large post here." Clearly, 

local exponents of a large garrison at Fort Bliss needed 

to publicize their efforts much more in the future if 

they were to realize their aspiration in the coming 

months. 55 

54rbid., February 3, 1899, 3; February 4, 1899, 8; 
April 5, 1899, 5, 7. 

55 Ibid., January 17, 1899, 7. 



156 

The Spanish-American War, while short-lived, ln

fl~enced strongly the relationship of the citizenry and 

the military at the mountain pass in 1898. It produced the 

patriotic frenzy which manifested itself in a series of 

tributes by the community to the withdrawing garrison. 

The war generated uneasiness as the Department of War 

emptied the fort amid rumors of Spanish plots along the 

Mexican frontier. The readjustments following the con

flict accounted for the transfer of two volunteer units 

to the mesa which sorely tried the patience of the pop

ulace through their anti-social actions. 

Several generalities often applied by historians 

to the events leading to American involvement in Cuba 

fall short of demonstration at El Paso. The editorial 

policies of the two newspapers reflected no sensational 

yellow journalistic approach. Prior to the sinking of the 

Maine neither politically-partisan organ exploited the 

widening rift between Washington and Madrid. Nor did 

either immediately conclude Spanish culpability at the 

first notice of the disaster. Neither the newspapers nor 

the public clamored for amelioration of Cuban miseries 

before or during the war. The distance from the battle 

front and the proximity of a large and frequently dis

paraged population of mixed Latin. lineage emerge as expla

nations. The distance hindered emotional involvement in 

ideals of self-determination· traditionally lauded at the 
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Pass. The relationship of the small, articulate Anglo 

community, which dominated civic affairs, to the more num

erous Mexican population, both inside and outside El Paso, 

suggested certain striking comparisons to that of the 

Spanish elite amidst the Cuban masses. While parallels 

failed to endear the Spanish to the El Paso leadership, 

who remained devout believers in the Black Legend, they 

did dampen enthusiasm for the democratic cause. 

These same factors of location bolstered the 

nationalistic impulses of locals straining for recogni-

tion as patriots by distant Americans. As elsewhere, the 

outpouring of patriotism bridged the generation-long gulf 

between former adherents of the Union and the Confederacy. 

In El Paso it also enhanced the standing of the military. 

Nationalism, rather than humanitarianism or psychic de-

pression, stirred the souls of El Pasoans in the spring 

and summer of 1898. 56 

56The yellow journalism thesis may be found in 
Joseph E. Wisan, The Cuban Crisis as Reflected in the ·New 
York Press (1895-1898) (New York, 1965), preface; the 
humanitarian cause is stated by Ernest R. May, Imperial 
Democracg: The Emergence of America as a Great Power (New 
York, 19 l),-z37; the psychic crisis is interpreted by 
Richard Hofstadter, The Paranoid Sgyl) in American Poli
tics and Other Essays-TNew York, 1 67 , 148-149. El Pas? 
boasted that the Panic of 1893, a catalyst of Hofstadter s 
thesis, affected it less than other areas. Nor did the 
isolated desert community, surrounded by miles of uninhab
ited land, appear distressed by a vanishing frontier. The 
small El Paso business community scarcely met the descrip
tion of conglomerates seeking "new markets for American 
producers and manufacturers" found in Philip S. Foner, The 
Spanish-Cuban-American War and the Birth of American Im
Eerialism (New York, 1972}, I, 10[. The pro-business 
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local press would have indicated this thrust. Nor is 
there any evidence that the existence of the fort itself 
engendered any support for war, a matter of relief, per
haps, to those persons who fear a link between a standing 
army and the likelihood of war. 



CHAPTER IV 

BLACK FORT BLISS 

To an isolated, enterprising western town of the 

late nineteenth century, the arrival of a new year occa

sioned less stocktaking than lauding the real and fancied 

virtues of the community. Local news publishers, more 

conspicuous for their imaginative press agentry than for 

permanence in a particular location, hailed their modest 

municipalities as desert metropolises. El Paso, Texas, 

warming to recent growth and recognition, received the 

twentieth century as a clarion to glory. 

The previous two decades had witnessed the meta

morphosis of El Paso from an adobe village to a bustling, 

undisciplined young city. Now at the confluence of 

seven railroads, it boasted a thriving economy that had 

weathered the Panic of '93 with scarcely a murmur and a 

no nonsense attitude toward the wandering unemployed that 

gained the city at the mountain pass the reputation of 

a town tough on tramps. In 1893 Fort Bliss had relocated 

from its pinched quarters between the foothills and the 

Rio Grande on the expansive mesa five miles to the north

east. On the eve of the new century a newswriter enthused 

that the city cradled a population of 22,500 that had 
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enjoyed over a million dollars in building improvements 

during the preceding year. "El Paso is a cosmopolitan 

city," he intoned, "and destined to be in a few years 

h . . h 1 
t e greatest c~ty ~n t e Great Southwest." 

This condition of euphoria, was severly tested 

~n the coming months. Fort Bliss, whose enlargement 

political and business leaders considered a matter of 

unquestionable value, became for some a blight on the 

land. For the first time the city tallied the social 

and emotional expense of the base against the monetary 

and security rewards. The test came in the form of the 

spit-polished boots, blue uniforms, and black faces of 

Company "A" of the Twenty-Fifth Infantry Regiment. 

The Negro unit reached El Paso in the spring of 

1899 neither as a stranger to the frontier nor to con-

ditions of stress. Like the black Ninth and Tenth Cav-

alry and the Twenty-Fourth Infantry, the Twenty-Fifth 
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Regiment traced its origins to tradition-shattering Con-

gressional legislation·of July 28, 1866, which authorized 

Negro service in the peacetime army. Because of frontier 

unrest engendered by hostile Indians and audacious Mexi

can revolutionaries, as well as outspoken opposition by 

many white communities to the prospect of colored soldiers 

in their midst, the Department of War dispatched the black 

1El Paso Times, August 1, 1899, 4. 
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servicemen to posts west of the Mississippi River. 2 

In the rugged West the regiments earned enviable 

service records which should have quashed any honest 

doubts as to their abilities to perform duties against 

all manner of obstacles. The Twenty-Fifth Infantry, gar

risoning far flung Texas posts from Uvalde to El Paso 

between 1870 and 1880, in its own right strung three 

hundred miles of telegraph wire, pursued ravaging In

dians (including the legendary Victoria), and repaired 

over a thousand miles of roads. An inspecting officer 

also found that the units wheeled well, marched with 

precision, and even sported underclothing of a clean and 

well-cared-for condition. After 1880 the regiment resided 

in Dakota and Montana, in the latter protecting the 

Northern Pacific railroad during a strike. For that ef-

fort the Anaconda Standard praised the restraint of the 

troops, declaring them equal to white soldiers. Prior to 

its return to Texas, the Twenty-Fifth earned high praise 

for its combat record in Cuba during the Spanish-American 

2John H. Nankivell, History of the Twenty-Fifth 
Regiment, United States Infantry, 18~-~6 (New York, 
1969), 35; Jack D. Foner, Blacks and the Military in Amer
ican History (New York, 1974), 52, 56; John ~1. Carroll, 
ed., The Black Military Experience in the American West 
(New York, 1971), 65, 78, 92, 96; Arlen L. Fowler, The 
Black Infantry in the West, 1869-1891 (Wes~port, 1971), 
16-17; William H. Leckie, The Buffalo Soldlers: A Narra
tive of the Negro Cavalry in the West (Norman, 1967), 6. 
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Despite their proven abilities, fashioned amidst 

one of the lowest desertion and alcoholism rates in the 

military, black troops suffered countless indignities in 

the last third of the nineteenth century. Their own 

white officers, who generally accepted a black command 

only grudgingly, exacted severe discipline and frequently 

disparaged their efforts. The few Negro army officers 

faced daily disapprobation from their peers and super

iors. The first black graduate of West Point, Lieutenant 

Henry 0. Flipper, served only briefly as commissary offi-

cer at Fort Davis before a highly questionable court 

martial ended his military career. The quarters and 

equipment of black garrisons ofttimes failed to match even 

the modest standards of white frontier stations. 4 

The principal obstacle to their wellbeing, how

ever, was the open hostility demonstrated by racially-

biased whites in the very frontier communities protected 

by the black troops. Newspapers tended to magnify the 

soldiers' indiscretions, proprietors restricted access 

to business establishments, and local and state peace 

3Nankivell, Twenty-Fifth Regiment, 18, 54, 84-
85; Carroll, Black Military Experience, 96-97; Fowler, 
Black Infantry, 24, 33-36; Alwyn Barr, Black Texans: A 
History of Negroes in Texas 1528-1971 (Austin, 1973), 
86-87. --

4Foner, Blacks and the Military, 53, 60-61; 
Leckie, Buffalo Soldier~9~238, 259; Carroll, Black 
Military Experience, 349; Barr, Black Texans, 87-88. 
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officers acted on any unseemly action by the Negroes 

with ferocity. Private citizens, relying on lenient 

juries, physically abused and sometimes murdered the sol-

diers. Such practices occasionally drove the troops to 

revenge, particularly after the death of a comrade,· re

sulting in clashes between the soldiers and the citizenry 

of garrison towns. In Texas alone, violence ignited at 

Jacksboro in 1873 and San Angelo in 1878 and 1881. Rou-

tinely, regardless of the circumstances, the public 

placed the blame on the servicemen. 5 

Two conditions arising from the Spanish-American 

War boded ill for improved racial relations in garrison 

towns. The heroism displayed by blacks in the Cuban 

campaign, which netted that race five Medals of Honor and 

twenty-six Certificates of Merit, instilled in them a 

confidence which left the Negroes more impatient than 

ever with customary patterns of discrimination. Con-

versely, many Southern whites, rankled at the plaudits 

extended by the press to that heroism, resolved to push 

the blacks even farther down the social ladder. As pre-

amble to the racial confrontations of the early twentieth 

century, Little Rock residents forced the Department of 

War to countermand an earlier order directing units of the 

Twenty-Fifth Infantry to Arkansas. Other citizens denied 

5Foner, Blacks and the Military, 56; Leckie, Buf
falo Soldiers, 73, 235-236; Barr, Black Texans, 87-88. 
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even peaceful transit through their municipalities to 

black troops. Outside both Meridian, Mississippi and 

Houston, Texas, indignant persons fired on trains car-

rying Ninth Cavalrymen to San Antonio. Nor did the 

Negroes receive a warmer welcome at their destination: 

an officer reported that the troops in the military 

heart of Texas were subjected "to continual persecution" 

f h . . 6 rom t e c~t~zenry. 

Not all garrison communities, however, appeared 

so contemptuous of black soldiers in the last third of 

the century. Remote settlements constantly exposed to 

marauders generally prized military protection of any 

pigmentation, while progressive merchants noted only the 

gr~en of the currency. Locations containing large 

disparaged populations of foreign origin likewise often 

accepted Negroes more readily than did areas of homo

genous composition. Such traits kept El Paso remarkably 

free of military racial incidents until the end of the 

7 century. 

With the arrival of Company "A" of the Twenty-

Fifth Infantry in late April of 1899, El Paso and the 

military renewed a racial relationship which had existed 

for more than a dozen years after the end of the Civil 

6Foner, Blacks and the Military, 74-78; Carroll, 
Black Military Experien~ 524. 

7Foner, Blacks and the Military, 57. 
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War. Among the first troops stationed at Fort Bliss 

after the conflagration were two companies of the 125th 

United States Colored Troops. "A" Company of the Twenty

Fourth Infantry occupied Camp Concordia within two years 

of the relocation of the fort to that site in early 1868. 

Units of the Twenty-Fifth Infantry and Ninth Cavalry 

subsequently replaced the Twenty-Fourth, and Negro sol

diers continued to occupy the fort until the end of 1881, 

following the establishment of the Hart's Mill post. Not 

only were there no confrontations between the town and 

the garrison during the entire period of Negro occupation 

of Fort Bliss, the final sixteen months in which the 

white Fifteenth Infantry shared the reservation with 

blacks produced no racial incidents among the soldiers, 

either on or off the base. 8 

Various factors encouraged the renewal of harmon-

ious race relations in 1899. Doubtless, many El Pasoans 

still recalled the decisive role played by Ninth Cavalry-

men from surrounding areas in quelling the "Salt War" 

rioting at San Elizario twenty-two years earlier. Civic 

leaders, distressed by the recent depletion of Fort 

Bliss during the Spanish-American War, appreciated the 

necessity of welcoming the soldiers if the city was 

8Allan W. Sandstrum, "Fort Bliss: The Frontier 
Years," unpublished M.A. thesis, Texas Western Colege of 
the University of Texas, El Paso, Texas, 1962, 175-176. 



to continue to maintain a garrison. Accordingly, the 

local press reported the presence of black troops cour

teously, even enthusiastically. Commenting on the pas

sage of the Ninth Cavalry through El Paso en route to 
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New Mexico and Arizona, a reporter described the troopers 

as "a splendid set of men physically" and lauded their 

faultless behavior. By the spring of 1899 El Pasoans 

had accustomed themselves once again to the sight of 

ebony skinned soldiers moving quietly among leathery 

faced Anglos and Hexicans on the city streets. 9 

No half-remembered episode from the past threat

ened to rekindle racial strife. When black troops had 

occupied Fort Bliss and other western posts in the 1870s, 

El Paso counted only several hundred inhabitants, most 

of them racially indifferent Mexicans. In recent years 

the city had tied its star to regional commerce and 

federal installations, institutions less obsessed than 

many with race consciousness. Even later a newsman could 

truthfully editorialize that El Paso had never witnessed 

a Negro lynching, an unusual circumstance for a town in 

10 
a former Confederate state. 

El Paso Negroes, comprising less than three per 

cent of the city's residents, enjoyed an unusually high 

9Leckie, Buffalo Soldiers, 190; El Paso Times, 
April 30, 1899, 2. 

10El Paso Times, July 13, 1903, 4. 



status in comparison to blacks elsewhere in the state. 

"The Four Hundred" received favorable, if infrequent, 

mention from the press, which often railed against the 

opium dens of the Chinese. The sizeable Mexican popu

lation filled menial jobs ordinarily associated with 

blacks in most Southern communities, thereby drawing 

from the latter a measure of the social stigma attached 

to common laborers. Consequently, the black population 

included an inordinate ratio of businessmen and profes-
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sionals, who enhanced the prestige of the group without, 

however, attaining sufficient numbers or influence to 

challenge white leadership. 11 

The black community counted among its members a 

number of successful businessmen and property holders. 

A striking example was ex-Virginia slave John Woods, who 

rose to wealth as a proprietor of various enterprises 

before leaving his widow an estate of sixty thousand 

dollars in 1898. Other prominent Negroes included Joe 

Smith, possessor of valuable downtown properties, and 

David Gill, prosperous lower valley farmer. Numerous 

other property owners of more modest accumulations at

tested to the blacks' relative economic freedom. Henry 

0. Flipper, who became a renowned translator and mining 

11Marilyn T. Bryan, "The Economic, Political and 
Social Status of the Negro in El Paso," Password, XIII, 
no. 3 (Fall, 1968), 83. 
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engineer after his dismissal from the military, frequented 

El Paso and counted a host of friends and associates 

there.
12 

Various social organizations accentuated El Paso 

blacks' sense of identification and solidarity. These 

included the Bannecker Library and Historical Society, 

which featured discussions and debates on timely topics; 

The Union Aid Society, designed to improve the welfare 

of the community; a branch of the Texas Federation of 

Women's Clubs; a Knights of Pythias lodge; and a Negro 

Masonic chapter. As elsewhere, Negroes showed pride 

in the presence of black troops, attending their arri-

vals, visiting the post, and embracing them in the social 

life of their community. Politically, the collective 

astuteness of local blacks kept them active long after 

Bourbon Democrats had diminished their influence in other 

S h . . 13 
out ern c~t~es. 

Still, the Confederate orientation of El Paso 

posed a potential obstruction to the further assimilation 

of both Negro civilians and soldiers. Much of the white 

population, including the Democratic establishment, shared 

the racial perspectives of the majority of Southern whites 

~n a period of deteriorating race relations. The old 

12Ibid., 73-74. 

13 rbid., 79-82. 
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biases strongly surfaced when their preeminent position in 

society appeared threatened by blacks. The Republican 

preference of the Negroes often drew criticism and ridi-

cule from Democrats in election years. There are indica-

tions that white envy of Woods' financial successes 

caused the man several economic reverses in the course 

of his lifetime. As elsewhere, lnsecure El Paso whites 

viewed the black in uniform as a symbol of authority and 

a challenge to white supremacy. The ingredients of 

racial strife existed at the time of the arrival of the 

Twenty-Fifth Infantry at Fort Bliss that spring day in 

1899. 14 

The insidious tentacles of Jim Crowism, fashion-

ing de facto and de jure segregation northward and south-

ward and racial lynchings across the land, edged ever 

closer to the mountain pass. Newspaper disclaimers of 

military misconduct, in themselves a reflection of the 

deepening apprehension, soon gave way to items catalog-

ing disorders. Two soldiers admitted in court to having 

robbed a Chinese of twenty-six dollars after waylaying 

him on the post road. Another wandered drunkenly into 

town and used abusive language in the presence of several 

ladies. The commander of Fort Bliss declared a postside 

saloon off limits to his men after a series of disturbances 

14
rbid., 75. 
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and shootings at the establishment. Such incidents 

had been common occurrences when white troops garrisoned 

the mesa; but only black soldiers held the fort at the 

end of the century, and each transgression appeared to 

many whites a certification of racial instability. 15 

The press played down these matters in its tradi-

tion of supporting the military presence. The drunken 

and abusive soldier, it reminded, had proven a model 

prisoner worthy of a request for leniency extended from the 

police chief to the soldier's commanding officer. When 

the Ninth Cavalry crossed the city en route to New Mexico, 

a reporter stated obliquely that the troops "created quite 

an excitement during their stopover here, having started 

out to have a good time." In reporting the allegation 

that black soldiers had shot up Rio Grande City without 

provocation, the writer observed that there were two 

sides to the story. Meanwhile, newspapers campaigned 

for a local volunteer guard unit to demonstrate the city's 

patriotism. They handsomely circulated the statement 

of Major General Nelson A. Miles that El Paso could 

expect a large military base when the Filipino rebels 

accepted American rule. "Let Texas get to the Fili-

pinos," predicted an editor, "and we will soon have the 

15El Paso Times, December 12, 1899, 7; December 
24, 1899, 6; January 5, 1900, 5. 
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big post." 

Support of the army as an institution, however, 

did not in every case translate into concern for the 

171 

individual soldier. Officers and enlisted men complained 

to a national military publication that "El Paso was the 

coldest community and the most unpatriotic point they 

passed in crossing the continent to the Pacific coast." 

This aroused an editor to demand that the charge "be 

called in," declaring that on the previous day the city 

had turned out en masse to cheer local recruits to the 

Philippines after an El Pasoan had privately financed a 

band to escort the boys to the depot. 17 

For all the proclaimed love of the army, and the 

not so openly discussed love of the money which the .. 

military provided the city, El Pasoans had always har-

bored some reservations about a black army in their midst. 

A military report of early 1900 cited racial bias against 

black troops in the border city: 

Soldiers from the post are arrested for 
infractions of police regulations, or when 
intoxicated, or in the least degree noisy 
or disorderly, when white men committing 
the same offenses are not interfered with 

. . A negro soldier in uniform is 

16 rbid., November 22, 1899, 2; November 24, 
1899, 5; December 24, 1899, 6; February 13, 1900, 7. 

17 rbid., September 8, 1899, 6; September 9, 
1899, 4. 



frequently subjected to insult though 
behaving with perfect propriety for 
no other reason than his color.18 

Against this backdrop of increasing antagonism 

against the dusky inhabitants of the fort, incidents 

involving comparatively minor offenses ballooned to 

alarming proportions. A soldier, identified in the 

press only as McCabe, carried a bicycle to an El Paso 

repairman, after which a local resident charged that 

someone had recently stolen the wheel from him. Army 

authorities encarcerated the soldier in the post guard-

house. When the deputy sheriff and the repairman sub-

sequently drove to the fort to transfer the prisoner 
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to the El Paso jail, they were met by a group of at least 

forty soldiers who refused to let them depart with their 

comrade. As the tension mounted, a corporal ordered the 

prisoner back to the guardhouse, shouting,"Damn the cap-

tain's orders," according to the repairman, who related 

the story to the press. The deputy sheriff hastily 

whipped his horses away, with the prisoner aboard the 

carriage, but the soldiers intercepted them at a shortcut 

and again demanded their fellow's release. The officer 

trained a gun on the group until an army lieutenant 

appeared and, after issuing several orders, dispersed the 

18Lieutenant Colonel Cyrus S. Roberts to the 
Adjutant General, Department of Texas, San Antonio, Texas, 
February 28, 1900, Adjutant General's Office Central File, 
1890-1917, file no. 325267, RG 94, National Archives and 
Records Service, Washington. 
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men. Amid ugly murmurings on the streets of El Paso the 

following Saturday evening, Captain Robert H. R. Laugh

borough, post commander, telephoned an apology to the 

sheriff's office, promising to punish the culpable. 19 

Several days later, a soldier interpreted the 

events in a different manner. In a letter to a news-

paper he stated that the deputy sheriff would have en

centered no difficulties had he not handcuffed the 

prisoner, who was not attempting to escape. Although 

the soldiers resented the action, he stated, they en-

gaged in no physical resistance as was believed in town, 

and the men returned peacefully to their barracks. The 

writer argued that a civilian employee at the fort could 

corroborate his version. Citing the service record of 

the Twenty-Fifth Infantry, he implored: "These men are 

United States soldiers and should receive the respect 

due those who wear the uniform." 20 

Subsequent news accounts of black violence in-

creased consternation. When members of other companies 

of the Twenty-Fifth Infantry passed through El Paso en 

route to San Antonio, El Pasoans read items from Arizona 

newspapers charging that the soldiers' lust ·for Indian 

women had sparked a row with Indian police which caused 

19El Paso Times, October 29, 1899, 8. 

20 Ibid., November 3, 1899, 6. 



Washington to transfer the troops from the San Carlos 

reservation. The soldiers, in turn, maintained that 

some of their number had fired shots at Indian police 

because the latter had attempted to arrest a few men. 

Evidently,· neither explanation calmed the nerves of the 

city fathers, for the fighting Twenty-Fifth remained 

aboard the train during the layover in El Paso. El 

Pasoans drank their morning coffee to the report that a 

local Negro, described as "a colored warrior," tried to 

dissect a citizen with a hatchet. In the meantime, a 

soldier deserted Fort Bliss, triggering reported sight

ings along the valley and sending the sheriff in vain 

pursuit to Fort Hancock. 21 

Such incidents served merely as prelude for .the 

pre-dawn violence of February 17, 1900, which resulted 
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in controversy that racked the city for more than a year. 

Under the banner "Day Breaks On A Battlefield At Our Very 

Door," the morning newspaper told of two fatal shootings 

at the city jail. "A brave and fearless officer, a pop-

ular young man and a gallant soldier of the Rough Riders 

dead amid the mourning of his bereaved parents, his com

rades, and many friends," began the description of the 

most bizarre event to occur in El Paso in the years around 

the turn of the century. 

21Ibid., November 11, 1899, 7; November 18, 1899, 
2; El Paso Herald, February 17, 1900, 1. 



A negro soldier is dead, shot by Officer 
Dick Blacker, who amid a storm of bullets 
stood the ruffians at bay and defeated their 
attempt to storm the jail, though his com
rade lay weltering in his own blood.22 
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Relying on circumstantial evidence and an account 

by Blacker, who admittedly witnessed only a portion of 

the tragedy, the press hastily pieced together a narra-

tive. The previous day local authorities had arrested 

two soldiers of Company "A" on charges of drunkenness 

and disorderliness in the red light district of the 

city. An employee of a meat market stated that he saw 

a band of a dozen or more soldiers in canvas clothing 

carrying rifles and at least one axe into town around 

five o'clock of the m~rning of the shootings. He was 

unable to identify any of the figures. The men appar-

ently entered the police station, at which Officer New-

ton Stewart was on duty, in an attempt to rescue their 

comrades. 23 

Blacker, the jailer, was asleep in an adjoining 

room. One news report stated that a scuffle awakened 

him, while another quoted Blacker as saying that he was 

unsure as to what caused him to awake at that moment. 

In any case, he maintained that he awoke to see a black 

soldier pointing a rifle at his breast. Blacker managed 

22El Paso Herald, February 17, 1900, 1. 

23 Ibid. 
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to leap from bed, seize his six-shooter, and shoot the 

hulking soldier dead center as the latter erratically 

fired. The jailer and the soldiers momentarily exchanged 

shots; then Blacker leaped to safety through an open 

·window. When Blacker returned minutes later, the station 

was empty, save for Stewart, lying unconscious on the 

floor from two rifle wounds. The officer died several 

hours later without regaining consciousness. 24 

Investigators found numerous grim evidences of the 

violence. Bullet marks pocked the walls of both rooms of 

the police station. An examination showed that Stewart 

had been struck in the shoulder, apparently from a shot 

fired through an open window, and in the face at close 

range, indicating an exchange of rounds in the interim. 

A trail of blood extended a hundred yards from the station 

to the lifeless body of Corporal James H. Hull, in death 

clutching a rifle. A second rifle lay on a nearby street, 

as if dropped by someone {n flight. But the assailants 

had disappeared into the night, and Blacker was no more 

k 1 'd 'f h 25 
able than the meat mar et emp oyee to ~ ent~ y t em. 

The trail pointed to the fort on the mesa. Soon 

after the shootings, several townsmen joined a police 

officer in circling the post as a security measure, 

24 rbid. 

25 Ibid. 
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finding no trace of the fugitives. Several hours after 

that, a peace officer and a member of the fire department 

rode to the base to apprise Captain Loughborough of the 

tragedy. Having had no prior knowledge of the matter, 

the post commander exclaimed that there could be no arms 

out as they were kept under lock and key at night. He 

then learned from the corporal in charge of arms that 

the keys were missing from beneath the pillow where the 

non-commissioned officer had hidden them the previous 

. h 26 
n~g t. 

Now believing some of his command guilty of the 

murder of Stewart, Loughborough termed the action "a 

disgrace on Fort Bliss and a discredit to the army" and 

promised to cooperate fully with civil authorities. This 

pledge failed, however, to dissuade the more hot tempered 

among the citizenry. To those who contended that Laugh

borough would protect the guilty, Mayor Joseph Magoffin 

staunchly defended the commander as "a West Pointer and 

a strict disciplinarian who will not let any guilty man 

escape if he can help it." The police chief quickly 

dispersed a mob outside the city jail which demanded the 

two soldiers whose arrests evidently had prompted the 

violence. Scattered exhortations of marching on the fort 

and "exterminating the negro soldiers" likewise came to 

26El Paso Times, February 18, 1900, 7. 



nothing. Nevertheless, a number of distraught persons 

expressed desires to transfer Company "A" from their 

"d 27 m~ st. 
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Various civil officials joined the outcry against 

the soldiers. "I have been opposed," declared the county 

attorney, "to the policy of being lenient with soldiers 

who get into trouble in town." He charged that when of

fenders had been turned over to their commanding officer 

for discipline in the past, they had gotten the idea 

that civil officers could not punish them. "I gave 

orders some time ago to the constables to hold for trial 

every soldier arrested," he stated. The city attorney 

blamed the deaths on "the inherent meanness" of the 

black. "He is not fit to be a soldier," he reproached, 

"and should never be allowed to have a gun in his hands." 

The collector of customs termed the soldiers "breeders of 

trouble" and urged their transfer from El Paso. "The 

negro is the same wherever you find him," asserted the 

federal official, whose superiors subsequently reprimanded 

him for the statement. "Put him into a uniform and he 

thinks he can run things to suit himself."
28 

27 Ibid., February 18, 1900, 7; El Paso Herald, 
February 17~900, 1. 

28El Paso Herald, February 17, 1900, 1. The com
ments may have reflected the internal battle within Texas 
Republicanism between "lily whites" and. the integrated 
"black and tan" factions. See Barr, Black Texans, 74-76. 
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Developments followed hard on the event. Laugh

borough told his superior officer the day after the 

shootings that he had locked away all arms and ammunition, 

was not permitting anyone to leave the garrison, and was 

cooperating with the civil authorities. The departmental 

commanding officer at Fort Sam Houston ordered an addi-

tional officer to Fort Bliss to undertake a thorough in

vestigation and notified the adjutant general that he 

anticipated no further trouble. Within a day Loughborough 

wired Fort Sam Houston that he believed he had uncovered 

the leader, that local officials were "very considerate 

and cooperating," and that he thought the non-commissioned 

officer in charge of the barracks to be among the culprits. 

He added that the keys to the arms racks were found on 

the dead soldier, Hull. Hours later, Loughborough wired 

his superior tersely: "Everything quiet, have leader 

beyond doubt; believe I will have all the guilty parties 

29 shortly." 

El Pasoans hungered for the belated news reports, 

while the local press admirably refused to sensationalize 

the tragedy. The Times particularly pleaded to its 

readers not to judge the company by the criminality of 

29colonel Chambers McKibbin to the Adjutant Gen
eral of the Army, San Antonio, Texas, February 18, 1900, 
no. 312071, RG 94, National Archives; McKibbin to the 
Adjutant General of the Army, San Antonio, Texas, Febru
ary 19, 1900, AGO file 325267, RG 94, ibid.; McKibbin to 
the Adjutant General of the Army, San Antonio, Texas, 
February 20, 1900, ibid. 



a few: 

Let no guilty negro escape, but don't 
blame another soldier simply because he is 
black. 

The attempt of the lawless element at Fort 
Bliss to overpower the city jail must be re
sented with energy but only by legal means. 

No El Pasoan can more keenly regret yes
terday's tradegy than the officers of the 25th 
U.S. Infantry. They can be relied upon to 
help the law in its course.30 
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The newspaper's pleas for rational thinking and 

legal procedure were well directed, as the city was awash 

with rumors and bitterness. When local authorities ar-

rested the bartender of an establishment frequented by 

the military and purportedly the site of the conspiracy 

which ended in Stewart's death, the man begged his ap-

prehenders not to take him into town for fear of being 

lynched. Rumors flared as the adjutant general of the 

Department of Texas and an aide appeared at Fort Bliss 

to inquire into the shootings. Although only one man 

sat in the county jail in connection with the investi

gation, stories circulated of undisclosed arrests of nine 

ld . 31 
so ~ers. 

In the first days following the assault on the 

jail, El Pasoans fed on news items from distant points 

30El Paso Times, February 18, 1900, 4. 

31 rbid., February 20, 1900, 7. 
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which were reprinted by local newspapers. The San Antonio 

Express reproduced the telegrams making the rounds of 

Fort Bliss, Fort Sam Houston, and Washington, D.C., of 

which El Pasoans had been unaware. The organ supplied 

the lead that one of the participants in the mob action 

had confessed the entire story to Captain Loughborough. 

The Houston Post quoted a Washington offical as shrug-

ging, "Oh, it was nothing but a drunken row and it is 

wrong to make a race issue of it." Recalling that 

Negro soldiers had served Texas for the past twenty-

five years, the official promised that the guilty would 

be punished, but he cautioned against withdrawing the 

black troops lest the border be abandoned until white 

soldiers returned from Cuba and the Philippines. Never-

theless, two days later the Houston paper reported that 

Representative John H. Stephens had received a telegram 

from "prominent parties" in E1 Paso asking that the 

troops be removed. Stephens assured them that he, with 

both United States Senators from Texas, would protest 

formally to the war department the presence of Negro 

soldiers in El Paso.
32 

Less than a week after the shooting deaths at the 

city jail, three peace officers rode to Fort Bliss to 

place in custody three soldiers whom Captain Loughborough 

32 rbid., February 22, 1900, 7. 



had apprehended at the base. The wanted men were Ser-

geant John Kipper, age 25, Corporal William Powell, age 

27, and Private Leroy Roberts, 27. To preclude the 

possibility that the Negro troops might mutiny, seize 

arms, and attempt to liberate the prisoners, the police 

captain armed the jail guards with Winchesters. "We 

will not be caught unprepared again," asserted the of-

ficial, "as long as there is a negro soldier stationed 
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at Fort Bliss." A policeman expressed hope that Washing-

ton WO\lld soon rotate the black company. "I have a sus-

picion," he declared, "that every time a colored soldier 

comes to town there will be a military funeral at Fort 

Bliss the next day." The prisoners expressed alarm at 

the prospect of a white lynch mob, and the mayor sought 

to allay their fears by suggesting that the city would 

be satisfied merely to know of their capture. 33 

Lieutenant Colonel Cyrus S. Roberts, acting 

adjutant general of the Department of Texas, filed a 

lengthy report as a result of an investigation. In it 

he confirmed the general impressions of the news stories, 

while adding important details, but he failed to estab

lish uncontested guilt of the alleged participants. The 

report supported the published account of the arrest of 

the "more or less intoxicated" Corporal Samuel E. Dyson, 

33 Ibid., February 23, 1900, 6. 
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but placed the time at about one thirty of the morning 

of the seventeenth. Dyson was with Kipper and Privates 

William H. Davis and Boyer Wright when arrested. The 

three men endeavored to obtain Dyson's release by paying 

bail or a fine, but the officer at the jail refused them 

on the ground that the person authorized to accept bail 

had left duty. Accordingly, Dyson would have to remain 

incarcerated until morning. The report did not indicate 

the tone of the exchange. It did presume that the sol-

34 
diers, minus Dyson, returned to the post. 

Eye witness reports vaguely placed Sergeant Kip-

per and others at the scene of the murder several hours 

later. A sentry sighted Kipper bicycling into the post 

from town at about two-thirty that morning. Approxi-

rnately a half-hour later, a soldier stated that Kipper 

entered the former's squadroom, awakened him, and told 

him to help release Dyson. A second soldier confirmed 

the story and quoted the first as declining because he 

was ill. The non-commissioned officer in charge of 

quarters maintained that someone silently removed the 

keys of the gun racks from beneath his pillow during the 

night. Eight rifles and two fire axes had been taken.
35 

Roberts' report incorporated Blacker's published 

34Roberts to the Adjutant General, Department of 
Texas, February 28, 1900, AGO file 325267, RG 94, National 
Archives. 

35 rbid. 
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account of the shootings. However, it surmised that the 

jailer "was so much frightened that it is doubtful if he 

saw anyone or not." Other than Blacker, only a man 

named Stoltz reportedly saw any of the assailants. As 

stated earlier in the press, the meat market employee 

sighted a group of men dressed as soldiers carrying 

rifles and axes, but he could not identify them. 36 

The men subsequently apprehended, Kipper, Powell, 

and Roberts, owed their arrests to circumstantial evi-

dence. Several members of the hospital corps claimed 

to have seen Kipper, in company with another man, taking 

off a pair of canvas trousers immediately before reveille 

on the morning in question. Shortly afterward, the mu

sician of the guard spotted Roberts, followed momentarily 

by Kipper, entering the garrison. Authorities discovered 

a canvas suit imprinted with Kipper's name while inspect-

ing a tile pipe in the rear of the bakery. A search of 

squadrooms in a vacant barrack turned up two rifles and 

two suits of clothing, one of the latter bearing the 

name of Roberts. Subsequent searches uncovered six 

rifles, leaving two at large.
37 

The three soldiers evidently constituted less 

than the entire attack group. In confinement at the post 

36 rbid. 

37 rbid. 
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under suspicion were Corporal Gardner Davis, who had been 

entrusted with the arms keys, and Privates William H. 

Davis, Boyer Wright, both of whom had been with Kipper 

earlier, and Elmore Sears. Military officials, it was 

reported,were eyeing critically two or three other 

suspects, although no tangible evidence connected others 

to the case. On the morning of February 23 a yet unar-

' rested suspect, Corporal George 0. McElroy, a non-

commissioned officer of the guard, deserted. He absconded 

with arms and equipment which he cast aside near the mil-

itary reservation. The best efforts of civil and mili-

38 tary authorities failed to locate and return McElroy. 

Lieutenant Colonel Roberts was favorably impressed 

with officials at the base and the city. He conducted no 

independent investigations, prefering not to interfere 

with Captain Loughborough and the civil authorities, whom 

he described as cooperating "in thorough harmony." The 

adjutant general's interviews with the mayor, sheriff, 

district attorney, and various prominent citizens con-

vinced him that Loughborough stood high in the estimation 

of the citizenry. They also assured Roberts that there 

was no danger of lynch violence despite "the excited con

dition of the community" and that the defendants would 

. f . . 1 39 
rece~ve a a~r tr~a . 

38 rbid. 

39 rbid. 
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Roberts reported that the evidence for the prose-

cution was "far from satisfactory," but he hoped for fur

ther developments to strengthen the hand of the state. 

Although circumstantial evidence "strongly" connected 

Kipper with the murder, it was weaker in regard to the 

other men. In no case did he think the known facts 

"would justify conviction." The inspecting officer sur-

mised that the state probably would need one or more of 

the soldiers as witnesses for the prosecution. 40 

Roberts devoted a portion of the report to the 

pertinent issue of racial conditions in El Paso. Negroes 

as a group, he found, suffered less prejudice in the West 

Texas city than in other border towns of the state. 

Against blacks as soldiers, however, public animosity 

appeared stronger yet than elsewhere. Townspeople re-

garded the military uniform as a symbol of authority and 

resented its use by the Negro. The officer opined that 

racial incidents would continue to flare in the army 

towns along the Rio Grande while blacks were stationed 

there, regardless of the vigilance of military and civil 

officials. He praised the El Paso press for its "studi

ously conservative" reporting of the shootings and found 

the most radical public statement to be that of the fed-

eral customs collector, Moses Dillon, who described the 

40 rbid. 



troops as "breeders of trouble." 41 

The report commended the conduct of Company "A" 

for the previous eight months. During that time police 

had arrested only thirteen soldiers for disturbances in 
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the city, while ninety-four men of the company possessed 

no record of trouble. Considering that more than fifty 

soldiers were men with less than a year of military ser-

vice, Roberts judged the behavior of the unit "excellent." 

Nevertheless, he observed that the post was now exerting 

stringent precautions to insure against the misuse of 

arms and ammunition. The officer concluded his report 

by proposing that the military assign at least two offi-

42 cers to each company of Negro troops. 

Colonel Chambers McKibbin, commander of the De-

partment of Texas, summarized Roberts' report and added 

his opinions as he wrote the adjutant general at Washing~ 

ton. He described the arrest of Dyson as warranted, but 

deduced that the soldiers who conspired for his release 

"had no intention of adding murder to the crime of as-

sault." Stating that black troops recently inducted 

possessed "less independence of character" than formerly, 

an assessment not shared by Roberts, he endorsed his sub

ordinate's proposal to augment the number of commissioned 

41
Ibid. 

42 Ibid. 



officers at one-company posts. Noting the existence of 

racial prejudice in El Paso against Negroes in uniform, 

despite the fact that blacks proved less troublesome 

than white soldiers, McKibbin argued against their re

moval. "It cannot be expected that the government of 

the United States shall accept dictation upon the use 

to be made of them, or their stations," he asserted. 43 

McKibbin decried the racial statement of the 

customs collector. Deploring the fact that federal of-

ficials not infrequently indulged their prejudices in 

public pronouncements, the colonel lamented: 

While it is impossible to protect colored 
soldiers from insults from the hoodlum class, 
or from unjust discrimination in border towns 
where the right of drunken cowboys and other 
white men to 'shoot up the town' upon occasions 

is tacitly recognized, it is submitted that the 
government is entitled to expect that the 
utterances of federal officials should tend to 
allay, rather than to intensify, local excite-
ment and prejudice. . .44 
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Captain Loughborough, commanding Fort Bliss, sup

plied details of the arrests in his report of March 2 

to the Department of Texas. The frailty of circumstan

tial evidence had caused the post commander, with some 

reluctance, to release several suspects, when a friend 

of the incarcerated Corporal Powell approached Laugh

borough, suggesting that Powell likely would agree to aid 

43 Ibid. 

44Ibid. 
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the prosecution in return for "protection." Loughborough 

and Sheriff James Boone agreed to extend the offer, and 

Powell handed over to them a sealed envelope identifying 

the participants in the slaying. The following day the 

two officials heard Powell cite Sergeant Kipper as the 

instigator of the scheme to release Dyson. As they 

listened, Powell described how the men skulked to the 

jail, avoiding contact with several persons along the 

route, and the manner in which Kipper directed the 

assault on the jail. 45 

Kipper assigned each man a duty, according to the 

informant. Three of the party rushed the jail door, 

which was open, and Corporal Hull called out, "Give up 

those prisoners." Powell heard two shots and sa~v Hull 

run out of jail, leaning forward as if wounded. Powell 

believed that Hull was shot by "the man just inside the 

door" and thought either Hull, HcElroy, or Private Ben

jamin F. Carroll killed policeman Stewart. The first two 

shots carne so close together that he could not discern 

who fired first. All save the dying Hull then ran back 

to the post. Powell swore that Kipper admitted to him 

46 
having stolen· the keys to the gun racks. 

El Pasoans eagerly followed the news releases 

pertaining to the shootings. Local newspapers summarized 

45 rbid. 

46 rbid. 
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the military reports although omitting the observations 

on racial prejudice against the black troops. Knowledge 

of the desertion of Corporal McElroy provoked no little 

excitement in the city. Overly zealous seekers and 

practical jokers placed the man in a sundry of loca

tions and guises. One wild-eyed report had fifty armed 

soldiers descending on El Paso, a matter of small humor 

in light of the recent tragic event. A less imaginative 

observer spotted only six Negro soldiers in the foothills 

near the smelter. Several children sighted two black 

troopers on a railroad bicycle in the eastern section of 

the city. Sheriff Boone tracked one rumor to Odessa, 

discovering the alleged suspicious Negro to be an appre-

h . M . 47 enslve exlcan. 

The news reports of the arrests of the partici

pants in the assault on the jail, nevertheless, produced 

a calming effect on the civilian population. An editor

ial praised Captain Loughborough "for his prompt appre-

hension of the guilty men" in advance of any court deci

sion. The police chief periodically expressed confidence 

that the deserter would soon be caught. The public 

warmed to the concerts of the new Mexican band, and two 

wagonettes of "merry young people" ventured to enjoy 

47 El Paso Times, February 25, 1900, 8; March 1, 
1900, 3. 
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"a delightful dance at the post hall." 48 

But news reports from other locations kept alive 

in the readers' minds the spectre of a black uprising. 

In Montgomery, Alabama a Negro was lynched after shoot

ing a white man. A few days later, bullets sprayed the 

home of a Negro family. Reportedly, a thousand blacks 

were gathering ominously at the site. In Taswell, West 

Virginia a mob lynched a Negro who had criminally as

saulted a'white teenager. A Pueblo, Colorado Negro 

suffered the same fate for allegedly killing two young 

h . . 1 49 w 1te g1r s. 

By comparison El Paso's racial news items con-

tained little emotional content. A jury acquitted a lo-

cal black charged with acting in an improper manner toward 

a little white girl. The dailies reported on the search 

for the ubiquitous McElroy, now eluding the Texas Rangers. 

Still, the trial of Sergeant Kipper loomed in the fore-

ground and none could predict its impact on racial re-

lations in the West Texas city. Of the several forth-

coming trials, Kipper's stood above the others in public 

interest. In addition to being the alleged leader of 

the assault on the jail, Kipper possessed a splendid 

military record which included heroism in Cuba, and he 

48 Ibid. , March 3' 1900, 6; June 3, 1900, 8. 

49 Ibid., March 4, 1900, 2· 
' 

April 21, 1900, 1· 
' 

May 23' 1900, 2. 
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was a personable and educated mulatto. A reporter later 

described him as "something of a hero in the eyes of the 

colored people" of El Paso. 50 

The Kipper trial began in the state district 

court at El Paso on May 1, 1900, attracting a large 

gathering of spectators. The prominence of the court 

officials enhanced public interest in the trial. Judge 

Anderson M. Walthall had earned the respect of the legal 

community and the citizenry at large while presiding over 

the 34th Judicial District Court for the past two years. 

Destined in later years an associate justice of the state 

court of civil appeals, Judge Walthall and his wife were 

highly regarded by the devout for their work in the local 

Baptist Church. District Attorney John M. Dean brought a 

long legal and political record to the courtroom. First 

elected to that position sixteen years earlier, in the 

intervening period Dean had served a term as state sena-

tor. Subsequent to the Kipper trial, he narrowly lost a 

bid to the U. S. House of Representatives. His propen-

sity to seek a multitude of political offices once in

spired a friend to remark, "If he was to die and go to 

Heaven he would at once enter into a campaign with the 

Almighty for the throne of the Universe." At his death, 

nine years after this trial, Dean was a prosperous rancher, 

50El Paso Herald, August 21, 1901, 5. 
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had earned the accolade "Judge" from the press, and was 

considered a Bible scholar. Although a nat.ive Georgian, 

the prosecuting attorney commendably refrained from 

fanning the racial issue either before or during the 

K . . 1 51 1.pper trla . 

No record remains of what prompted defense at

torney Marvin W. Stanton to accept such an obviously 

unpopular case. His flamboyant career and independence 

of mind, however, suggest that he likely relished the 

opportunity. Like Dean a native Georgian, Stanton was a 

pioneer lawyer at El Paso, having first come to the 

mountain pass in the early 1880s. A city alderman during 

the next decade, Stanton was later described by a news-

man as "a stormy character in politics . and nobody 

ever had to ask where he stood. . no campaign was 

ever complete without M. W. Stanton in the midst of it." 

The noted "stormy character" would involve him, several 

years later, in a disbarment proceeding which featured 

accusations of unethical conduct, improper relations 

with a lady client, and fraud. But the embattled Stanton 

retained his license and practiced law at the Pass for 

another twenty years, drawing from his critics a 

51El Paso Times, August 6, 1890, 7; El Paso 
Herald, March 28, 1893, 1; June 10, 1904, 1; July 28, 
1904, 4; August 20, 1909, 1; October 8, 1914, 2; August 
23, 1932, 5. 
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grudging respect for his abilities. 52 

Stanton entered the courtroom at the opening of the 

Kipper trial armed with motions for continuance and change 

of venue. Maintaining that his client had been allowed 

insufficient time to obtain witnesses ln his behalf, the 

defense attorney then turned his fire on Powell, the 

state's witness, charging him to be antagonistic to 

Kipper and an unreliable witness. The change of venue 

motion he based on racial grounds. Contending that 

Negroes were systematically excluded from serving on El 

Paso grand juries, Stanton paraded twenty-five leading 

black citizens before the court who swore they had never 

been impaneled. The defense argued further that racial 

animosity in the city precluded a fair trial for Kipper. 

Witnesses for the two sides disagreed as to whether 

public feeling warranted a removal of the trial, though 

they reached a consensus that sentiments had run strongly 

against the Negro soldiers at the time of the crime.
53 

. 
Although the court denied the defense motions, 

paneling the petit jury indeed proved an arduous task. 

lm-

At 

the end of a full day of juror selection, attorneys agreed 

on only nine members. None was black and only one bore a 

Spanish name. The defense dismissed several veniremen 

52El Paso Herald, October 25, 1902, 8; April 21, 
1923, 19; El Paso Times, April 22, 1923, 16. 

53El Paso Times, May 1, 1900, 5. 



who admitted bias against Kipper, though it seated sev

eral who expressed prejudice against the Negro race but 

not against the defendant specifically. Stanton subse

quently exhausted his peremptory challenges before the 

final jurors were selected. Three more white men were 
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added to the panel. The defense then objected to the 

absence of blacks on the Jury, but the court denied that 

the jury selection constituted racial discrimination. 

Reporters described Kipper as appearing anxious and wor-

. d f h f. . 54 rle or t e lrst tlme. 

The prosecution's star witness, Powell, did not 

testify the first day, but other soldiers s~bmitted 

damaging circumstantial evidence against Kipper. One 

witness stated that the defendant had obtained ten car-

tridges from him the night before the attack on the jail. 

Another claimed to have seen Kipper pulling off a pair of 

fatigues on the morning of the assault, though he admit

ted under cross examination that the man he thought to be 

Kipper was a hundred yards away from his position inside 

a hospital ward. Another witness testified that Kipper 

originally had returned to the post at two o'clock on the 

morning of the shooting, bolstering the charge that the 

sergeant went back to Fort Bliss after failing to release 

Dyson and then organized an assault force. The defense 

54 . 
Ibid., May 2, 1900, 6; May 3, 1900, 6. 



questioned Captain Loughborough on whether the soldiers 

could have walked the distance several times between El 
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Paso and Fort Bliss, a range of five miles each way, in 

the time at their disposal. The prosecution would con

tend, of course, that the culprits rode bicycles, thereby 

reducing the time necessary to commit their foul deed. 55 

The eagerly awaited Corporal Powell, the main

stay of the prosecution, appeared before a packed gallery 

on the fourth day of the trial. Powell stated that Kip-

per had awakened him and others on the morning of February 

17 and told them "to come downtown and get Corporal Dyson 

out of jail." The eight men, Powell among them, dressed 

in fatigues, carried rifles and axes and kept to the 

shadows. At the jail, Powell said, Kipper told three men 

to enter the station by knocking down the door with an 

axe and when inside to demand the cell keys. Kipper then 

handed the keys to the post arms rack to one of the three. 

Powell, on the outside, heard three shots and saw the 

soldiers scatter. He and Carroll then returned to the 

56 barracks together. 

The defense failed to shake Powell's testimony 

in any significant respect. While admitting that he had 

confessed in order to escape punishment for his part in 

55 rbid., May 3 J 1900, 6. 

56 rbid., May 4, 1900, 6. 



the raid, Powell denied that he was promised anything 

other than protection for telling the truth. Although 

some of his statements appeared vague, the witness did 

not contradict himself in the course of the cross exam-

ination. Powell also denied the defense's charge of 

soliciting money from various soldiers in return for 

not implicating them in his testimony. 57 
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Blacker, the jailer, detailed essentially a story 

consistent with his previous statement which had been 

published in the press at the time of the crime. He tes

tified that Kipper had "kicked pretty loud" on the jail 

door after midnight when he attempted to bail out Dyson. 

Blacker told him to return later to speak with the police 

captain, but Dyson called out to Kipper, who then tried 

to enter the cell. At that point Blacker said he had 

commanded the defendant "to get out," whereupon Kipper 

answered "all right" and left. The jailer added little 

to his earlier account of the attack on the jail, in 

which he stated that he had fired at an armed soldier and 

leaped through an open window in a volley of bullets.
58 

The defendant, John Kipper, took the stand on the 

fifth day of the trial, as public excitement mounted. 

Nattily attired and well composed throughout the proceeding, 

57 Ibid. 

58 Ibid. 
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he testified that he had been born in Galesburg, Illinois, 

twenty-six years earlier and had served four years of 

military duty in Montana, Florida, Cuba, and Texas. Kip

per stated that while on pass on February 16, he had 

spent much of the afternoon in Dunn's Road House, where 

Dyson later joined him. The two then passed some time 

in an El Paso saloon. After the men parted, Kipper was 

dining ln a restaurant in the early hours of the seven-

teenth when two soldiers brought him the news of Dyson's 

arrest. Kipper denied that the men formulated any defi

nite plans for their comrade's release. 59 

Kipper admitted having attempted to release Dyson, 

but he insisted that he never returned to the police sta-

tion. He testified that he "went off" as he could "do 

nothing" when told that he must pay the ten dollar fine 

to the absent captain. Kipper claimed that he walked 

alone to the barracks, fell asleep, and arose only at 

reveille: 

I never stole the keys of the gun rack . . . 
I was dressed in my blue uniform. I had no 
brown canvas clothes . . . I knew nothing about 
the trouble until I was told that morning at 
breakfast. Captain Loughborough came to the 
quarters and questioned me, and I answered him 
just as I am answering the questions now.60 

Kipper emphatically denied any connection with the 

death of policeman Stewart. He pointedly repudiated the 

S9Ibl"d., M 5 1900 7 ay ' ' . 

60 Ibid. 
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testimony of five soldiers whose circumstantial evidence 

suggested his complicity and the statements of Powell 

which placed him at the eye of the conspiracy. Kipper 

admitted that his story had failed to convince the post 

commander, who placed him in solitary confinement until 

his removal to the El Paso jail. He further told of the 

difficulties encountered in obtaining counsel because the 

federal government refused to release his pay when he 

d d 1 . 61 nee e money to en ~st attorneys. 

The defense then called a series of witnesses in an 

effort to weaken the state's charges. A corporal testi-

fied that Captain Loughborough had offered him "protec-

tion" in return for a confession, until the soldier man-

aged to convince his commanding officer of his innocence. 

Another soldier contradicted the statement of a hospital 

corpsman that the latter had arisen early enough on the 

. f . h . d K" ' 62 
morn~ng o the cr~me to ave w~tnesse ~pper s return. 

Such efforts proved unavailing. After several 

hours of deliberation, the jury found Kipper guilty of 

murder in the first degree and sentenced him to life in 

the state penitentiary. "When he had learned his fate," 

a reporter observed, "Kipper manifested no joy or dis

appointment. He remained in his chair as calm and uncon

cerned as though he had no vital interest in the case." 

61 rbid. 

62 rbid. 
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So confident had been the spectators of the verdict 

that they remained in the courtroom for an hour after 

the jury retired, anticipating an early decision. Many 

of them expected the death penalty; a few thought he 

would be acquitted. The life sentence appeared to sur

prise most in the gallery. Reportedly, the sentence con

stituted a compromise. On the first ballot ten jurors 

voted the death penalty and two believed the defendant 

not guilty. The decision of life imprisonment ultimately 

mollified both groups. 63 

Thus ended the trial which had aroused more public 

excitement than any witnessed in an El Paso court within 

years. Spectators had occupied every available seat 

throughout the judicial proceeding, hoping to glean some 

closely guarded fact. So inflammatory had been the na-

ture of the case that the state had carefully withheld 

much of the evidence from public scrutiny until the wit

nesses submitted testimony. 64 

The prosecution subsequently brought other alleged 

participants in the assault before the court. Private 

Joel Elazer escaped conviction when Powell, the state's 

key witness, failed to place Elazer at the scene of the 

crime. Private Benjamin F. Carroll, allegedly the man 

63 rb1."d., M 6 1900 7 ay ' , . 

64Ibid. 



201 

who shot Stewart, appeared to be in more serious diffi-

cul ties, "very nervous . . and under a great strain," 

according to news reports. After asking to review evi

dence several times, Carroll's jury remained deadlocked, 

with two jurors favoring execution by hanging and ten 

supporting life imprisonment. Eventually the majority 

ruled, and Carroll received the same sentence as Kipper. 65 

Although other soldiers remained under indict-

ment, the legal machinery appeared to be grinding to con-

elusion in the matter. The white population of El Paso 

seemed satisfied with the verdicts against the two defen-

dants, while the local Negroes manifested no outward dis-

pleasure at the decisions. Captain Loughborough re-

ceived a promotion to the rank of major and prepared to 

join the Sixth Infantry in the Philippines. The Twenty

Fifth Infantry also made ready to confront their "little 

brown brothers" in the islands. While the El Paso press 

cautioned that the latter rotation need not be regarded 

as having "anything to do with the recent troubles between 

the negro troops and the citizenry," a San Antonio news 

release was less grac1.ous. "The welcome news comes from 

Washington," it trumpeted, "that the negro soldiers will 

leave this city . . on their way to the Philippines. "
66 

65El Paso Herald, November 14, 1900, 4; November 
16, 1900, 5; November 20, 1900, 4. 

66 Ibid., August 9, 1900, 1; September 7, 1900, 1. 



202 

But the issue would not down. The Kipper defense, 

already planning an appeal, was heartened by a decision 

of the United States Supreme Court which overruled a 

conviction of a Texas Negro, Seth Carter, on the basis that 

the grand and petit juries that determined his case had 

excluded blacks. Although the assistant attorney general 

of Texas opined that the nation's highest tribunal did not 

require the presence of Negroes on every jury panel, an 

El Paso editorial conceded, ''The question of the negro's 

jury rights and privileges is one that has arisen in El 

Paso and all over the state." When Kipper appealed his 

conviction on the points raised in the Carter decision, 

the prosecution assumed that Carroll would do the same. 

On April 10, 1901, the State Court of Criminal Appeals 

confirmed the mounting impression that the El Paso con-

victions had not written the final line on the Stewart 

murder. 67 

The high court ordered a retrial of Kipper. 

Referring to the Carter precedent, the tribunal stated, 

"Whatever this court or the trial courts of this state 

may think of the decision . . . (i~ is conclusive and 

binding." The Texas court noted that El Paso jury 

67Ibid., July 2, 1900, 2; November 20, 1900, 4; 
Texas provided more test cases on the right of Negroes to 
serve as jurors than any other Southern state. Still, by 
the turn of the century, relatively few blacks sat on 
grand or petit juries. See Lawrence D. Rice, The Negro 
in Texas, 1874-1900 (Baton Rouge, 1971), 256. 
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commissions customarily had excluded Negroes from petit 

and grand juries, with minor exceptions in county civil 

cases, "because they would be offensive to white jurors." 

Kipper had no opportunity to challenge the grand jury 

which indicted him. Further, the prosecution had erred 

in describing the assault on the city jail to liberate 

Dyson as "perpetration of burglary" rather than consp~-

racy. One month later, the same court reversed the con-

viction of Carroll, ordering a retrial by the identical 

. . 68 
cr~ter~a. 

The legal delays frustrated El Paso whites who 

restlessly awaited the departure of the Twenty-Fifth 

Infantry. A gambol of a half score of black troops into 

the city made the newspapers. "There was a lively time 

at Fort Bliss Sunday night," intoned a reporter, prompt-

ing Major Loughborough to issue a rebuke against the 

decision at Washington to close post canteens. Since 

soldiers could no longer down beer on military reserva

tions, he lamented, they \vere now inclined "to wander 

ff d . . h" f 1169 o an get ~nto m~sc ~e . 

Even the presence of Negro civilians grated on the 

sensibilities of some El Pasoans. "Negroes are becoming 

Texas, 

68Kip!er v. State, Court of Criminal Appeals of 
AprilO, I901, Southwestern Reporter, LXII, 421-422. 

69El Paso Herald, March 27, 1901, 8. 
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more numerous in El Paso every day," observed a news item 

ominously. "Last year there were only a few hundred 

Ethiopians here," it estimated, "while now the number has 

more than doubled." The citizenry speculated that either 

El Paso's prosperity or Galveston's flood was responsible 

for the unwelcome condition. The impatience of the white 

community must have magnified the actual number of blacks, 

for the federal population census of 1900 placed the per

centage of Negroes at 2.9 per cent of the city's popula

tion, while the census of 1910 raised the figure only to 

3.7 per cent. Nevertheless, when sixty-nine members of 

the Twelfth Cavalry arrived at the depot to replace the 

evacuating Twenty-Fifth Infantry in mid-May townspeople 

were agog at the troopers' pigmentation. "The Twelfth 

Cavalry is white," exulted a reporter. "That is better 

luck than El Paso expected and there were many exclama-

tions of surprise . h . . ,,70 
. t ~s morn~ng. 

Meanwhile, the military strained to accomodate the 

cumbersome pace of the legal machinery. District Attorney 

John M. Dean had at the outset of the proceedings re-

quested the war department to maintain Captain Laugh

borough and other military witnesses within the juris

diction of the district court in order to rely on their 

70 rbid., May 16, 1901, 8; July 15, 1901, 2; 1910 

Federal Population Census, Supplement for Texas, 650, 
Federal Archives and Records Center, Fort Worth, Texas. 
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testimony "until the conclusion of certain suits." The 

adjutant general's office replied that while there was no 

immediate intention to rotate the company, the army was 

considering promoting Loughborough, which it did subse

quent to the trial, a condition which could result in a 

transfer of the post commander. In such case, the de

partment had promised, the prosecuting attorney's request 

would be "kept in view and d 1 · d d '' . . . u y consl ere . w"hen 

the department subsequently ordered the Twenty-Fifth In

fantry to the Philippines, it allowed Loughborough and 

thirty-six men of Company "A" to remain at Fort Bliss and 

await the October term of the district court. The prose-

cution selected ten of their number as state's witnesses, 

h "l d f s h h . d 71 w l e e ense attorney tanton c ose t e remaln er. 

The accord between civil and military officials 

proved, unfortunately, to be of fragile character. The 

district court released from indictment Private George 

Simms, whom the army immediately ordered to join his 

regiment in the Philippines. While Simms waited at the 

depot, El Paso police arrested and bonded him as a wit-

ness for the defense. After a flurry of communications, 

the war department revoked Simms' orders. The district 

71J. M. Dean to Elihu Root, El Paso, Texas, June 
21, 1900, AGO 330323, RG 94, National Archives; Assistant 
Adjutant General to J. M. Dean, Washington, June 29, 1900, 
ibid.; Adjutant General to Commanding Officer, Department 
of Texas, Washington, August 23, 1900, ibid.; Captain 
R. H. R. Loughborough to Adjutant General, Department of 
Texas, Fort Bliss, Texas, August 20, 1900, ibid. 
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attorney thwarted Loughborough's desires to join his new 

unit in the islands by citing the latter as a prosecution 

witness. Commanding Officer Chambers McKibbin of the 

Department of Texas voiced suspicions of unnecessary 

delays and ordered an officer to investigate. Accord

ingly, Colonel Cyrus S. Roberts arrived in El Paso early 

~n March, 1901. 72 

G. H. Liebe, judge advocate of the Department of 

Texas, broached the issue a few weeks later of rendering 

unto Caesar. In a written opinion to the Department of 

War, he affirmed that a soldier must obey state law to 

the point that his military duties made it impracticable 

to do so. In the performance of military duties, the sol-

dier acted as an instrumentality of the government of the 

United States, and in this realm the state could not in-

terfere. As example he cited that a sentinel must never 

allow himself to be disarmed by civil authorities. Liebe 

believed the current controversy concerning the question 

of whether court officials could hinder troop movements 

to be within this category. Nevertheless, he recommended 

compliance with the court orders. 

I am of opinion that states cannot by means 
of their governmental machinery obstruct or 

72Loughborough to Adjutant General, Department of 
Texas, Fort Bliss, Texas, January 2, 1901, ibid.; McKibbin 
to Adjutant General, San Antonio, Texas, February 28, 1901, 
ibid. 



render ineffective the machinery ·of the United 
States. But we nevertheless recognize the im
portance of aiding the state law .... we 
should not remove to any great distance wit
nesses required in the trial of persons so ac
cused, unless the necessity be urgent.73 

Proceedings continued at an elephantine pace. 

District attorney Dean predicted that the trials would 
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end by June 30, 1901, barring a change of venue. Defense 

counsel Stanton, however, clearly anticipated removal of 

the trials. Colonel Roberts' investigations yielded no 

indication of "unnecessary delay." He agreed that public 

sentiment against the indicted soldiers demanded careful 

scrutiny of prospective jurors. "The defense insist that 

an impartial jury is impossible in El Paso, owing to 

prejudice," reported Roberts, "and I am inclined to agree 

with the proposition." Roberts proposed that witnesses 

on both sides enter written depositions, thereby freeing 

Loughborough and his men for transfer to active duty. 74 

Prosecuting and defense attorneys haggled over 

the legality of depositions by witnesses. Stanton, for 

the defense, offered to waive his clients' constitutional 

righ~ to face their accusers in court by accepting writ

ten testimony in lieu of the physical presence of the 

witnesses. District attorney Dean, conversely, argued 

73 G. H. Liebe to Adjutant General, San Antonio, 
Texas, March 27, 1901, ibid. 

74 · 11 D. · · Memorandum for Carter, M~sce aneous ~v~s~on, 

Adjutant General's Office, March 22, 1901, ibid.; Roberts 
to Adjutant General, Department of Texas, San Antonio, 
Texas, Harch 13, 1901, ibid. 
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that the recent decision of Marshall Cline vs. Texas 

explicitly disallowed the presentation of depositions by 

prosecution witnesses, though it would accept defense 

d . . 7 5 
epos~t~ons. 

Nor could opposing attorneys agree on the duration 

of the litigation. After the reversal of Kipper's convic

tion, Stanton estimated that the cases might not be set

tled within the next two years. He blamed the delays on 

Dean's insistence that each defendant be tried separately: 

"The district attorney will receive larger and additional 

fees if he tries each case separately." Dean, in turn, 

blamed Stanton for prolonging the trials and charged the 

defense with bonding an excessive number of witnesses. 

Promising to complete the trials within several months, 

the district attorney accused Stanton of attempting to 

create the impression in Washington that the cases could 

not be dispatched speedily, "hoping that the war depart

ment will take hasty action and order Major Loughborough 

and other witnesses . . . beyond the jurisdiction of the 

Texas courts." 76 

The Philippine insurrection pressed so heavily on 

the resources of the army that it found overpowering the 

75Roberts to Adjutant General, Department of War, 
San Antonio, Texas, April 22, 1901, ibid.; Dean to Roberts, 
El Paso, Texas, April 23, 1901, ibid. 

76M. W. Stanton to Roberts, E. Paso, Texas, April 
22, 1901, ibid.; Dean to William Cary Sanger, El Paso, 
Texas, May 29, 1901, ibid. 
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temptation to add the Fort Bliss witnesses to the combat 

rosters. The Kipper reversal, while anticipated, deter

mined the action. On May 11, 1901, the adjutant general's 

office notified Dean that Loughborough and his men were 

embarking for the islands. The prosecuting attorney, 

exclaiming that the transfers would disband the litiga

tion, appealed to Governor Joseph D. Sayers for inter

cession. The Texas chief executive promptly wired the 

adjutant general that the removal of the witnesses would 

"cause miscarriage of justice" and asked revocation of 

the orders. The military official suspended the order 

"for the purpose of affording time for correspondence 

with Governor Sayers." 77 

Willi~m Cary Sanger, acting Secretary of War, 

followed with a letter to Governor Sayers describing 

the military dilemma. Noting the tinLe lapse since the 

commencement of the prosecutions, the necessity for in-

creased personnel in the Philippines, and the army's 

desire to see justice served in El Paso, the department 

requested the cooperation of the state government in 

speedily processing the trials. Dean hastily assured 

·Washington of his intention to dispose of the cases 

77 George Andre~Js to Dean, Washington, May 11, 
1901, ibid.; Joseph D. Sayers to Adjutant General, Austin, 
Texas, May 16, 1901, ibid.; Andrews to Commanding Officer, 
Department of Texas, Washington, May 17, 1901, ibid. 



between June and "December next." 78 

Events now quickly fell into place. The jury 

commission created a grand jury for the June term of 

210 

the district court which featured one black, George B. 

Duvall, among a sea of whites. Since another Negro sat 

on the jury commission, a newspaper asserted "that little 

technicality" which had reversed Kipper's conviction 

would now be eliminated. In a matter of days the grand 

jury returned indictments against Kipper, Carroll, Davis, 

and Roberts. Each pleaded not guilty, and Stanton moved 

for a continuance until October. Failing this, the de-

fense attorney asked a change of venue on two grounds. 

First, he charged, the defendants could not receive a 

fair and impartial in El Paso due to prejudice against 

them; secondly, the .lengthy proceedings, he said, vir

tually had depleted the reservoir of potential jurors. 

The court heard testimony on the venue motion and moved 

the trial to Dallas County, noting that the criminal 

. 1 1 . . 79 
district court in that c~ty was near y a ways ~n sess~on. 

Accordingly, the Fort Bliss contingent of the 

Twenty-Fifth Infantry moved eastward to Dallas, rather than 

westward to Manila. A number of El Pasoans accompanied 

78sanger to Sayers, Washington, May 20, 1901, 
ibid.; Dean to Sanger, El Paso, Texas, May 29, 1901, ibid. 

79El Paso Herald, June 3, 1901, 4; June 14, 1901, 
1; Stanton to Roberts, El Paso, Texas, June 14, 1901, AGO 
file 330323, RG 94, National Archives. 
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the troops. In all, thirty-five military and twenty-five 

civilian witnesses, the county sheriff and his aides, and 

defense attorneys departed. The state shackled the pris

oners and kept them under strict surveillance. With the 

Davis trial scheduled first, the cases opened in July, 

1901, earlier than anticipated, and observers expected 

the proceedings to continue for several weeks. Public 

interest in the prosecutions also moved eastward; curious 

Dallasites packed the galleries for the duration of the 

. 1 80 trla s. 

The times scarcely appeared propitious for black 

defendants in an East Texas courtroom. As the trials got 

underway, Negro veterans angrily denounced racial segre-

gation at a Grand Army of the Republic encampment ln 

Cleveland, Ohio, a city which had never known slavery. 

As the cases progressed, six hundred citizens of a Chicago 

suburb, in the land of Lincoln, threatened force to pre-

vent three hundred Alabama blacks from disembarking the 

train to work at a local steel company.
81 

In the Jim Crow city of Dallas, however, no racial 

incidents ensued. Fort Bliss blacks demonstrated drill 

and sham battle maneuvers for the benefit of Saint James 

Church and smartly marched at the Colored Fair. The 

80 El Paso Herald, June 29, 1901, 5. 

81 Ibid., July 17, 1901, 1; July 24, 1901, 1. 
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prosecution, moreover, was hanging fire. The Dallas 

County district attorney dismissed the case against 

William H. Davis because of insufficient evidence. A jury 

acquitted Leroy Roberts less than a week later, after 

only an hour and a half of deliberation. The court 

granted a continuance in the trial of Benjamin F. Carroll 

due to an absence of material witnesses. The following 

day, the court dismissed the case against Carroll on 

motion of the state. "Hope dwindles," dejectedly reported 

the press, "that the criminals will be brought to justice, 

unless the state is saving its hand." Relatives of the 

slain Stewart employed a private prosecutor to assist 

the state as the Kipper trial approached. 82 

Charges of perjury against witnesses rebounded 

through the hall of justice. An affidavit brought Pri

vate Artuur G. Taylor before the grand jury during Kip

per's trial. Taylor then testified that Private Boyer 

Wright had induced him to perjure himself during the 

previous trials. Judge Charles Clint adjudged Wright 

guilty of contempt of court, fined him one hundred dol

lars, and sentenced the soldier to three days in jail. 

The exasperated presiding judge exclaimed: "The action 

of witnesses in these El Paso cases is unprecedented and 

unheard of and I intend to bring all perjurers if possible 

82 rbid., July 23, 1901, 1; July 29, 1901, 1; 
August 2, 1901, 1. 



to justice. This indiscriminate disregard of the truth 

must stop."83 

The most sensational perjury charge involved 

"Black Fannie" and Corporal Samuel F. Dyson, whose ar-

rest the previous year had triggered the slaying of 

Stewart. Judge Clint ruled Dyson guilty of contempt 

for having wired the woman to leave El Paso in order to 

avoid testifying against Kipper. El Paso police appre

hended Fannie as she prepared to escape to Mexico and 
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transported her and two other women to Dallas. "The action 

of Corporal Dyson shows to what extremes the negro raiders 

will go to thwart the ends of justice," complained are-

porter. "Several have already been arrested for perjury, 

but it was principally on their evidence that the men 

under indictment were pronounced 'not guilty.'" Indeed, 

there was more to bemoan. Two days later, Private William 

J. Hunter joined his comrades in jail on a charge of per-

. 84 
Jury. 

The Kipper trial, roundly considered the head

liner of the series, bedeviled the jury. The prosecu-

tion's singular reliance on Powell's testimony, charges 

of perjury, and a parade of conflicting witnesses aug

mented its confusion. After extensive deliberation, the 

83 rbid., August 5, 1901, 1. 

84rbid., August 15, 1901, l; August 17, 1901, 1. 
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jury reportedly locked at eight-to-four for acquittal, 

leading Judge Clint to discharge the panel and reset the 

case for the following Monday. 85 

On August 20, 1901, the second Jury found Kipper 

guilty of murder in the first degree and sentenced him to 

life at hard labor in the state penitentiary. A peace 

officer confided that the jury deliberated but a short 

time on this occasion. Only two ballots were taken, the 

first resulting in nlne votes for hanging and three for a 

life sentence. 86 

"Black Fannie's" reluctant testimony produced 

grief both for herself and Kipper. She admitted to 

authorities that she had heard the defendant say on the 

night of the·raid that he intended to obtain a gun and 

"kill the white " who had arrested his 

comrade. Fannie was charged with having earlier sworn 

87 falsely. 

Defense attorney Stanton, stating that he had 

shed seventeen pounds during the series of trials, made 

out eighty bills of exceptions. "I propose to ask for a 

new hearing," he promised, "and if this motion is over-

ruled I will appeal the case." While doubtful that his 

client would 
. a new hearing, Stanton thought an recelve 

BSibid., August 6, 1901, 1. 

86 rbid. , August 21, 1901, 1. 

87
rbid., August 23, 1901, 1. 
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appeal had "a good chance to clear him." The State Court 

of Criminal Appeals reviewed the Kipper conviction on 

December 9, 1903, sixteen months after the transfer of 

the remainder of the Twenty-Fifth Infantry from El Paso 

h Ph "l" . 88 to t e ~ ~pp~nes. 

The high court struck down every bill of excep-. 

tion, excluding some from comment on the basis of their 

being "absolutely unimportant," or having been decided 

frequently in the past. The defense had raised a major 

point against Kipper's conviction by contending that the 

trial jury erred by declaring him guilty of first, rather 

than second, degree murder, since no evidence showed 

Kipper to be the actual murderer of Stewart. To this 

the court directed considerable comment, ultimately dis-

missing the contention. Citing a series of precedents, 

the panel of judges, with one dissent, ruled that parti-

cipants in a conspiracy were legally accountable for each 

other's actions. The evidence showed Kipper at the site 

of the shooting. In order to warrant a second degree 

murder charge, the shooting must have been without malice 

or deliberation. This the court rejected: 

The parties not only contemplated releasing 
the prisoner, Dyson, from the jail, but they 
also apprehended opposition . . . The conspir
ators contemplated the use of deadly weapons 
to overcome opposition. It cannot be said 

88 Ibid., August 24, 1901, 1. 



that_t~eir design was simply to slip into 
the Ja~l and release the prisoner ... 
They ~ad ample time to deliberate in regard 
to th~s . . . when the minds of the conspir
ators were cool and deliberate . . The 
judgment is affirmed.89 

John Kipper served ten years of a sentence of 
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life imprisonment ~n the state penitentiary. On June 20, 

1913, Governor 0. B. Colquitt granted him a conditional 

pardon, reserving the right to revoke Kipper's freedom 

if later found "guilty of any misconduct or violation of 

the laws of this state" before the expiration of the sen-

tence. A further condition relieved the state of the cus-

ternary expense of purchasing railway transportation for 

the prisoner. The pardon described Kipper as a model 

prisoner, sufficiently punished. 90 

The murder trials of the soldiers of the Twenty

Fifth Infantry were enacted at El Paso in the setting of a 

race conscious frontier community during a period of de-

teriorating race relations throughout the nation. The 

events surrounding the death of lawman Newton Stewart 

produced the first significant clash between the civilian 

population of El Paso and the military establishment at 

Fort Bliss. Bitterness and recriminations ensued, but 

89Kipper v. State, Court of Criminal Appeals of 
Texas, December 9~ 1903, Southwestern Reporter, LXXVII, 
612, 617-618. 

90conditional Pardon by the Governor of the State 
of Texas, no. 11566, June 20, 1913, Texas Department of 
Corrections, Huntsville, Texas. 
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no racial crises appeared on the scale of the civilian 

outbursts at Rio Grande City and Brownsville, Texas, sites 

of obvious comparison. 

After an initial emotional flurry, the citizenry 

bridled its wrath and awaited the outcome of legal pro

ceedings against the accused. The defendants received 

due process, although Major Loughborough sought the 

guilty with such vengeance that defense attorney Stanton 

considered him "an assistant to the prosecution." The 

volume of motions raised by Stanton verified the dili

gence of the soldiers' counsel. The State Court of 

Criminal Appeals scrutinized both district trials of 

Kipper, ultimately upholding his conviction as justified. 91 

Against the destructive impulses in El Paso 

pressed a set of stabilizing influences. Among these 

were the sobriety of the civic and military leaders, the 

restraint of the local newspapers, the tradition of co-

operation between the civilian and military sectors, the 

uninterrupted efforts of the city fathers to expand Fort 

Bliss for security and economic reasons, the absence of 

previous conflicts between whites and blacks, and the 

distance of El Paso from sites of racial violence. Still, 

the events of 1900 left an ugly scar on the municipal 

corpus. When Negro troops returned to the mesa five years 

91Roberts to Adjutant General, Department of 
Texas, San Antonio, Texas, March 13, 1901, AGO file 330323, 
RG 94, National Archives. 
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after the departure of Company "A," they found that they 

had to account for more than their own actions. The 

ghost of slain Newton Stewart hovered over their presence. 

The Twenty-Fifth Infantry returned to El Paso as 

the West Texas community began to realize its long treas

ured expansionist dreams. "El Paso is not proud, but 

she's happy," mused a local editorial writer in late 

1905. "Things are just naturally coming her way." The 

population stood at forty thousand when the International 

Water Company sank wells in the mesa near Fort Bliss, 

promising sufficient water to enable the city to stretch 

farthe~ into the surrounding foothills and valley. A 

new dam and canal were in the offing and several large 

manufacturers stated their intentions of locating at the 

mountain pass. A cross town streetcar route was at hand, 

and Washington was finally moving to fulfill its ancient 

promise to convert the military base into a regimental 

headquarters post. El Pasoans would welcome the continu

ing signs of urban progress during the eighteen month 

tenure of the black troops on the mesa, but racial ten-

sions would flare anew to divide the citizenry and the 

"1" 92 ml ltary. 

Political and business leaders had long toiled for 

their version of an enlarged Fort Bliss. Several years 

92El Paso Times, December 6, 1905, 4; December 
11, 1905, 4. 



219 

previously, Representative William R. Smith had exerted 

strenuous efforts to expand the fort into one of the 

largest military outposts in the West. A subsequent 

military investigating team recommended as much to Wash-

ington, but the quartermaster general opposed the bid on 

the allegation that the climate was horrendous and the 

water supply inadequate. This spurred Smith to urge the 

civic fathers to correct the "erroneous impression." 93 

Smith's call to action stirred a hectic response. 

The mayor amassed reports challenging the contentions of 

the quartermaster general and presented them to the war 

department and congressional connnittees in rapid fashion. 

Accordingly, in December, 1905, the army announced an 

immediate expenditure of thirty-nine thousand dollars 

for improvements at the installation and promised a regi-

mental headquarters and band within eight months. Since 

military prisoners were nearing completion of a new road 

joining the city and the fort, the involuntary laborers 

could soon devote their supervised attention to building 

d . h . . . f h t 94 
roa s ~n t e v~c~n~ty o t e pos . 

The Second Battalion moved effortlessly from Fort 

Reno, Oklahoma, into Fort Bliss in mid-January, 1906. 

News reports stated that upon completion of the enlarge

ment of the post, which beginnings were several months in 

93rbid., December 6, 1905, 4. 

94rbid., November 8, 1905, 3; December 6, 1905, 1. 
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the future yet, white troops would occupy the base. The 

anticipated monetary and security advantages of a large 

base sufficiently blotted out momentarily the remembered 

misgivings against the Twenty-Fifth Infantry to repress 

public criticism of its return. 95 

Indeed, the contact was a mutual embrace. News-

papers apprised mus~c lovers of the genius of the battal-

ion band, "said to be an excellent musical organization." 

Post commander Major Joseph M. T. Partello quickly ap-

proved a series of band concerts in the downtown plaza. 

A military reviewer exulted: "For the first time in 

several years the sweet strains of a good band have 

brightened life at this post, and the prospect ~s as-

sured of many pleasant entertainments . El Paso has 

received them with open arms." His civilian counterpart 

was scarcely less complimentary. Referring to a movement 

to locate a regimental band in the neighboring city of 

Ciudad Juarez, the writer rejoiced that residents of the 

sister cities would have ample opportunity to indulge 

h . . 1 . 96 t e~r mus~ca ~nterest. 

The civil and military establishments strove 

toward cooperation in various areas. The officers' wives 

scheduled every Thursday as "At Home" day at the post, at 

95El Paso Herald, January 8, 1906, 4. 

96El Paso Times, January 20, 1906, 3; Army and 
Navy Journal, February 3, 1906, 643. 
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which time they would welcome ladies from the city. Mrs. 

Partello inaugurated physical exercise sessions for the 

ladies. The soldiers organized a baseball team to com

pete amicably with the local nines. El Paso Negroes 

eagerly visited the newly arrived troops, who promptly 

arranged weekly dances at the fort. A newspaper pleas

ingly noted that payday passed with "very little drunken-

ess among the troops," with fewer soldiers lodged in the 

guardhouse than in many years. "No complaint has yet 

been received from the City of El Paso in regard to the 

misconduct of soldiers since the Twenty-Fifth Infantry 

came to this post," it commented approvingly. A brewery 

invited the entire command to sample its contents follow-

ing a practice march. A premature rumor that the com-

panies would evacuate Fort Bliss during the first summer 

of occupation brought forth news comments concerning 

97 
"popular officers" and "well behaved colored troops." 

Meanwhile, the enlargement of the base continued 

apace. The military called for bids to screen all the 

buildings on the post in June, 1906, while laying plans 

for the construction of new quarters. The construction 

quartermaster stated that he was receiving additional 

papers and plans virtually on a daily basis. Even so, the 

97 El Paso Herald, March 19, 1906, 8; El Paso 
Times, April 5, 1906, 3. 
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post facilities were taxed beyond capacity when additional 

units of the Twenty-Fifth Infantry from Fort Niobrara, 

Nebraska, disembarked the following month as part of the 

regimental movement to points along the Texas international 

boundary. To ease conditions, authorities converted the 

old hospital to officers' quarters. Lieutenant John Green 

installed a telephone system of thirty-two instruments, 

while the quartermaster sergeant complained of the high 

volume of water consumed each day at the fort. A new 

hospital and non-commissioned officers' buildings with 

porches dotted the landscape by the end of the year. The 

quartermaster general proposed an expenditure of $68,300 

98 
for improvements at Fort Bliss at year's end. 

The work activity at the fort produced the cus-
I 

ternary economic impact on the greater community. The El 

Paso Electric Railway Company extended its line to Fort 

Bliss in preparation for the enlargement of the base. 

Two new housing additions, Altura and Grand View, con

tracted with the company to lay the rails through their 

areas. As land values rose in the vicinity of the route, 

other developments publicized their own beneficent loca

tions. This aroused the Altura and Grand View realtors 

to take out ads insisting that the route would pass only 

through their sites and would not be a belt route as 

98El Paso Herald, June 8, 1906, 9; December 26, 
1906, 1; El Paso Times, October 6, 1906, 8. 



their competition intimated. 99 

All sides smiled on the new transportation link 

between the city and the fort. The transit manager 

boasted that the extension would provide El Paso with a 

greater amount of service in relation to population 
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than any other city in Texas. An inspecting general 

lauded the project: "The enterprise of the local street 

car company . . will beyond doubt be appreciated by 

the Army Department, and whenever there is anything 

coming, Fort Bliss will get it."lOO 

The extension of the line and the enlargement of 

Fort Bliss constituted a boom for El Paso real estate. 

A newsman observed that persons owning property along 

the line could now favorably build. "Property owners 

in El Paso are quite happy," declared a news report, 

"and those who are not property owners are becoming so 

just as fast as they can get hold of some of the remain

ing lots near the route. Realtors confirmed that there 

was greater demand for residences than ever before in the 

history of the city, with five or six applicants seeking 

each vacancy. At the same time, they denied the frequent 

charge that rents were exorbitant in comparison to other 

99El Paso Herald, June 7, 1906, 2. 

lOOEl Paso Times, June 5, 1906, 2; December 2, 
1906, 5. 



0 0 h 0 101 c1t1es or to t e1r own rents of previous years. 

Even as the economic picture glowed, however, 

relations between the citizens and the soldiers deter-

iorated. "Our Place," a much frequented groggery on 

the county road near the fort, sparked the first rum

blings when a Negro soldier killed another in an Easter 

tragedy involving a woman and an argument over usury. 

Many soldiers resented the assailant so intensely that 

after he surrendered to civil authorities, a chillingly 

familiar rumor spread that a number of armed servicemen 
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had gone into town seeking the prisoner, though assuredly 

not to free him. Periodically, thereafter, El Pasoans 

read of black soldiers and civilians, locally and 1n 

d 0 d f 0 0 d d 102 1stant areas, arreste or var1ous m1s ee s. 

An ominous report reached El Paso in the summer 

of 1906. Military authorities, acting on threats from 

white national guardsmen on black regulars, decided to 

postpone the participation of the Twenty-Fifth Infantry 

in the summer instruction encampment at Austin until 

after the white militia had departed. The order affected 

the units at Fort Bliss and black soldiers stationed at 

various other installations along the border. An officer 

later confided that the army took action after Texas 

guardsmen "had threatened to use ball cartridges in the 

101rbid., January 26, 1906, 1; El Paso Herald, 
June 27, 1906, 9; September 26, 1906, 1. 

102El Paso Times, April 16, 1906, 1. 
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maneuvers" if the Negroes appeared. 103 

The much publicized Brownsville raid of mid-

August, 1906, involving the First Battalion of the Twenty

Fifty Infantry and townspeople of that South Texas corn-

munity, sent a wave of racial indignation through the 

country which boded ill for the black troops at El Paso. 

Now widely regarded as a white riot and a "black Dreyfus 

affair," the affray appeared to most white Americans of 

the time as a clear example of Negro depravity. Contem

porary published accounts seized on rumors that a black 

soldier attempted to rape a white woman, prompting white 

retaliation against some soldiers, who, in turn, launched 

an armed assault on the town. Other attempted explana-

tions had the Negro troops taking revenge against segre-

gation laws and demonstrating hostility against their 

treatment at the Austin encampment. As charges flew, El 

Pasoans read that 150 civilians, armed and angry, were 

blocking the post road to Brownsville, vowing to kill 

d d f h . 1" . 104 any sol ier who straye rom t e ml ltary reservatlon. 

White Texans seemed to cry in unison for the 

103 rbid., July 12, 1906, 3; El Paso Herald, 
November 27, 1906, 8 . 

. 104El Paso Herald, August 15, 1906, 1; November 
27, 1906, 8; El Paso Times, August 15, 1906, 1; August 
17, 1906, l; John D. Weaver, The Brownsville Raid (New 
York, 1970), 16; Robert V. Haynes, A Night of Violence: 
The Houston Riot of 1917 (Baton Rouge, 1976~ 54-57; Ann 
~Lane, The Brown-sville Affair: National Crisis and 
Black Reaction (Port Washington, 1971), 166. 
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expulsion of black troops from their state. United States 

Senator Joe W. Bailey led the chorus. The Department of 

Texas recommended to the war department the withdrawal of 

Negro units from all points along the Mexican border. 

Only days later, Washington announced the transfer of the 

soldiers from Brownsville to Fort Reno, Oklahoma. 105 

The Fort Bliss contingent of the Twenty-Fifth 

Infantry soon experienced the tremors from the Brownsville 

quake. Within several days of the raid a former El Paso 

newsman, then in Fort Worth, reminded readers that members 

of the same regiment had stormed the El Paso jail and 

killed policeman Newton Stewart five years earlier. An 

El Paso janitor, who, as hospital corpsman, had testified 

against Sergeant John Kipper at the sensational Stewart 

murder trial, commented: "I believe it was the same bunch 

of fellows who caused the Brownsville trouble that caused 

the trouble here." The man, Henry Freeman, recalled that 

he had served with the battalion earlier at Custer, Man-

tana, and that a certain element always proved to be 

106 "trouble makers." 

The Stewart murder trial received renewed atten-

tion from Congress and the Department of War. The latter 

~ 05El Paso Times, August 20, 1906, 4; El Paso 
Herald August 20, 1906, 1; August 22, 1906, 6. 

106El Paso Times, August 25, 1906, 3; El Paso 
Herald, December 6, 1906, 6. 
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busily prepared information on the matter for a congres

sional investigation into President Theodore Roosevelt's 

dismissal from the service of the Brownsville soldiers. 

The flurry revealed to El Pasoans that the regiment al

legedly had shot up Fort Sturgis in the Dakota Territory 

in 1885. 107 

El Paso newspapers now supplied fascinated readers 

a heady diet of racial incidents at home and abroad. A 

local baggage master fired his Negro foreman and vowed 

never again to hire blacks when Negroes protested the 

dismissal of the foreman by quitting. Georgia troops 

shot down blacks in an Atlanta race riot. The notorious 

"Our Place" produced another murder charge when the pro-

prietor and another man died from bullet wounds. A dis-

charged veteran of the Twenty-Fifth entered the house of 

an army officer at Fort Reno and fired two shots at the 

man, throwing a scare into the Indian Territory. Jealous 

of attentions paid his girl 'friend, a Fort Bliss corporal 

shot part of the lip from a Pullman porter in a crowded 

chop suey parlor. A black recruit almost precipitated a 

race riot in a Houston train depot by striking a white 

who had called him a nigger. Following the murder of a 

deputy sheriff, Big Spring residents ordered all property

less Negroes out of town at once and gave the propertied 

107El Paso Herald, December 4, 1906, 2. 



fifteen days in which to depart alive. 108 

The civilian-military detente symbolically col

lapsed at El Paso when Mayor Charles Davis caned a Fort 
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Bliss sergeant. The incident occurred as a result of the 

mayor and three other city officials overhearing a drunken 

private boarding a streetcar express a desire to "shoot 

up the town," while brandishing a revolver. The soldier's 

nervous comrades hustled the man aboard the car, but 

Mayor Davis summoned a patrolman. A sergeant ran up, 

appeared to be interfering with the mayor, and suffered 

blows from the mayor's walking stick as a car full of 

incredulous passengers looked on. The instigator, W. J. 

Rogers, eventually located on the back platform, worked 

out a fifteen dollar fine on the city chain gang before 

the army discharged him "for the good of the service."
109 

The Democratic newspaper, The Times, quite in con-

trast to its editorial policy following the Stewart mur

der, now hammered away at the presence of black troops in 

the state: 

It is given out that all the negro troops 
are to be stationed in some Southern town. 
Why not at some Northern town where it is pre
sumed there is no racial prejudice. Or, bet
ter still, why not place them permanently in 
the Philippines? 

108Ibid., September 17, 1906, 7; September 25, . 
1906, 1; December 22, 1906, 5; January 28, 1907, 2; Apr~l 
26, 1907, 5; May 4, 1907, l; El Paso Times, March 17, 
1907, 5. 

109El Paso Herald, February 22, 1907, 5; February 
23, 1907, 2; March 7, 1907, 16. 



Senator Bailey says his effort will be to 
have all negro troops removed from Texas. He 
might truthfully allege in support of his pro
position that Texas climate henceforth will 
probably be too hot for them. 
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Every negro has an uncontrollable contempt 
for the white man that accepts him as his equal. 

The Twenty-Fifth Infantry, no doubt, has 
many good soldiers, but there are a lot of dis
graced uniforms in the regiment and the quicker 
the companies are purged the better for the 
nation.llO 

A new wrinkle ~n racial relations appeared in 

early 1907 when a new housing division, Bassett's Addition, 

opened to much fanfare. A product of the housing boom 

created by the expansion of Fort Bliss, the development 

_displayed prominent ads asserting property restrictions. 

None of the enlisted men currently at the military reser-

vation could racially qualify to buy, rent, or lease 

within the tract. 111 

The army submitted to the pressure only reluc

tantly. A retired commander of the Department of the 

Southwest boldly stated, "It is hardly possible to commend 

any one organization above the other, but if there is any 

choice in the infantry it is in the battalion . now 

stationed at Fort Bliss." Yet, early in 1907 the war de-

partment ordered all Negro troop~ in the regular army to 

llOEl Paso Times, August 17, 1906, 4; August 20, 
1906, 4; August 29, 1906, 4; December 30, 1906, 4. 

111El Paso Herald, February 20, 1907, 10. 
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Figure 2. E1 Paso, Texas, c. 1902-1905. 
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prepare for serv~ce in the Philippines. 112 

The black soldiers remained favorites of the Negro 

population of El Paso until their departure in June. "The 

enlisted men of the post gave a hop last night," stated a 

news report in March, ."and it was attended by a large num-

ber of Negro society folk from El Paso." At their leaving 

an item noted, "The station had been crowded for hours 

with many dusky maidens who had come to bid their soldier 

friends farewell, and when the train finally pulled out 

there was a demonstration on the part of the colored 

sweethearts left behind." 113 

Curiously, in light of the storm of controversy 

which had attended the presence of the black troops, 

another report read simply: "The negroes have been sta-

tioned here for over a year and have made a good ree-

d ,.114 or . 

The reactions of El Paso to the Twenty-Fifth In-

fantry on the two occasions of 1900 and 1906 stand in 

ironic contrast. In the first instance the city remained 

outwardly composed, save for some emotional exclamations 

in the immediate aftermath of the murder of Newton Stewart. 

Neither the tensions of the tortured judicial proceedings 

112El Paso Times, September 20, 1906, 1; January 
6, 1907, 4; E1 Paso-rrera1d, March 27, 1907, 3. 

ll3El Paso Herald, March 7, 1907, 16; El Paso 
Times, June 13, 1907, 3. 

114 El Paso Herald, June 12, 1907, 9. 
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nor the extended delay in the transfer of prominent mem-

bers of Company "A" produced a general outcry against the 

unit. Conversely, the Second Battalion, guilty of nd 

significant breach of decor during a seventeen month tour 

of duty at the mountain pass shortly became a target for 

vitriol from much of the white community, including a 

portion of the press. 

The unwarranted hostility of 1906 stemmed from 

remembrances of the Stewart murder and the tightening 

bonds of racism which the state and the nation had wit-

nessed in the intervening s~x years. But mostly it 

sprang from fear of a recurrence of the Brownsville raid 

as understood by the white community of El Paso. To that 

unworthy chapter of American history must be added the 

further indictment that the South Texas incident sparked 

the rapid deterioration of race relations at El Paso. 

Antipathy failed to succumb to violence because of the 

community's long standing dependence upon the military and 

the time honored tradition of cooperation between the lo-

cal civil and military sectors. So the city persevered in 

115 
maintaining formally correct relations with the army. 

115White fear of a. Brownsville riot was widespread 

and influenced civilian-military relations in Houston, 
Texas as late as 1917. See Haynes, A Night of Violence, 
196. In the year of the Brownsvill~ Raid, Texas elimi

nated the black militia, segregated streetcars, andre
duced Negroes to a minority position in the Republican 

Party. Barr, Black Texans, 88. 



In the end the perseverance paid and El Paso 

received the best possible Fort Bliss: a regimental 

headquarters post, blanched to respectability. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE MEXICAN REVOLUTION AT THE PASS 

PART ONE 

The shocks of the Mexican Revolution reverberated 

on both banks of the Rio Grande. To the south it toppled 
~ 

the three decades' dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz andre-

leased the energies of the middle class and the aspira

tions of the masses, laying the economic and political 

foundation of a modern society. On the left bank it 

produced the sharpest conflict between Anglo and Mexican 

since James K. Polk in 1846 dispatched Zachary Taylor 

into the muddy river which served two cultures. The tur-

bulence of the Revolution convinced the United States 

government to move to a condition of battlefield readi-

ness as this nation lined the international boundary with 

tens of thousands of army regulars and national guards-

men. In the process Washington rediscovered Fort Bliss. 

In the years between the welcomed departure of 

the black Twenty-Fifth Infantry from El Paso and the sei-

zure of power in Mexico by Francisco Madero, Fort Bliss 

languished on the mesa. In 1907 and again in 1911 El Paso 

boosters, in the form of business and political leaders 

and the press, tenaciously discouraged suggestions at the 

234 
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national capital that the post be abandoned to the rapid 

augmentation of Fort Sam Houston, at San Antonio, Texas. 

The demands of the Philippine insurrection and the rela-

tive tranquility along the southwestern border reduced 

the garrison in one instance to less than four score mem-

bers of the Nineteenth Infantry. With insufficient per-

sonnel to flesh out existing spacious installations, the 

army resisted persistent efforts at the Pass to enlarge 

the fort conspicuously, since such action might unduly 

alarm a friendly government at Mexico City while serving 

no useful purpose to Washington. Hence, numerous itin-

erant army officers, in response to the inevitable ques-

tion from the press, praised the prospect of a regimental 

or brigade post at El Paso as an idea ~hose time would 

eventually arrive. 1 

After the tension-filled occupancy of Fort Bliss 

by the Twenty-Fifth Infantry, the community and the mili

tary eagerly courted each other in order to allay any 

lingering resentments on either side. The newspapers 

sought to build local interest in the baseball team of 

the first battalion of the white Nineteenth Infantry, for 

instance, by touting the nine as a unit that had "beat 

everything before them" while recently encamped in the 

1907, 
Paso, 
1907, 

1El Paso Herald, January 31, 1907, 1; February 25, 
1· Minutes of the El Paso Chamber of Commerce, El , 
Texas, March 17, 1911; El Paso Times, December 27, 
5; February 25, 1910, 5; December 21, 1910, 1. 



Philippine~. Joining the spirit of the moment the army 

team manager lauded "anything that is in the sporting 

line" and promised his group's talents to the city upon 

request. Some of the mutual· enthusiasm dampened when 

the El Paso club swept a two-game series, the latter 

encounter by a score of 19 to 1, and the press observed 

that a large crowd exited disappointed because the sol-
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diers performed "like a bunch of schoolkids." Neverthe-

less, the citizenry applauded the regimental headquarters 

band, which entertained willingly and often, and attended 

social events and boxing shows at the fort as in previous 

2 years. 

The city worked to cement relations with the 

military during these quiet years. A local landowner, 

August Meisel, turned over eighteen acres of his land 

adjoining Fort Bliss to Captain Thomas A. Davis, who 

acted for the trustees of a military school. The agree-

ment stipulated that within eighteen months the trustees 

erect the buildings and secure the equipment for the acad

emy. An editorial hailed the proposed institution, since 

it would offer not only the advantages of a public school, 

but also the physical conditioning to enable the student 

"to stand up and walk like a winner." Amid much fanfare 

2El Paso Times, June 19, 1907, 5 (first quota
tion); June 22, 1907, 3 (second quotation); June 23, 1907, 
2 (third quotation). 
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the military academy opened its doors in October, 1908. 3 

The electric streetcar line between the mesa and 

downtown, inaugurated in late 1906, physically strength

ened the link between the city and the fort. Within 

two years extensive utilization of the service by civil-

ians and soldiers prompted the company to add five round 

trips to the schedule. The management also sealed a con-

tract with the national government to transport mail to 

Fort Bliss twice daily, replacing the traditional wagon 

. 4 
serv1.ce. 

Civic and army leaders shared an interest in aug

menting El Paso's military presence through increased 

enlistments. With few regulars extending their service 

amid a dearth of local enlistments, a recruiting officer 

circulated a letter to El Paso businessmen asking that 

they direct to him "able bodied men of good character" 

seeking employment. Even the economic stagnation wrought 

by the Panic of 1907, however, failed to move unemployed 

young men to the recruiting office, as witness a later 

public statement from the officer reminding those seeking 

5 
work that they could find it in the army. 

Various El Pasoans, in turn, called for a salary 

3rbid., June 4, 1907, 4 (quotation); June 15, 1907, 

5; October 4, 1908, 2. 

4 rbid., December 17, 1907, 3; October 16, 1908, 6. 

5 rbid., April 30, 1908, 5; October 1, 1908, 5 
(quotation). 
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increase to spur enlistments. "If the members of Congress 

have voted to raise their own salaries," queried an edi

torial, "how can they refuse to increase the pay of the 

army and navy?" The Chamber of Commerce formally re

quested all Congressmen representing Texas to support a 

bill pending in Washington to raise the pay of army offi-

cers. The business organization described the legisla

tion as "not only of general importance to the people of 

the United States, but especially of local importance 

to the people of the City of El Paso." When Washington 

announced increments ranging from two dollars a month 

in the case of privates to nine dollars and more for the 

ranks of non-commissioned and commissioned officers, a 

news organ commented: "it is hoped [this] will result 

ln securing additional recruits." 6 

Although the garrison remained small during these 

years, monetary benefits of a military presence at the 

Pass remained significant. This was particularly true of 

purchase and construction expenditures. In April 1908 

the Quartermaster General of the army announced that hence

forth _the military would buy greater qu~ntities of materi

als from El Paso wholesalers as part of a program of de-

centralization purchases. A press release noted that 

6Ibid., February 9, 1907, 4 (first quotation); 
May 14, 1908, 3 (third quotation); Minutes of Chamber of 
Commerce, January 3, 1908 (second quotation). 
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although the post annually spent "many thousands of dol

lars for supplies," the new system promised "great bene

fit to many kinds of business." A subsequent editorial 

observed the potential boon to the local economy and 

surmised, "El Paso dealers can supply Fort Bliss and 

other forts in this section supplies as cheap and cheaper 

than they can be supplied from any other wholesale point." 

Area stockmen opened a new market when they convinced an 

army purchasing officer to review their horses when con

sidering the selection of cavalry and artillery animals. 7 

The building spree at Fort Bliss in 1907 which 

had anticipated the arrival of the Nineteenth Infantry 

had not produced the expected regimental garrison. Still, 

in mid-1908, the Department of Texas allocated nearly 

$10,000 for improvements and extensions at the post for 

the coming year, an increase of almost ten fold over the 

previous annual appropriation. Yet, the contingent at 

Fort Bliss remained so small that it failed to partici-

pate in the festivities surrounding the Irrigation Con

gress at Albuquerque three months later because the post 

could not spare its single battalion.
8 

The El Paso Chamber of Commerce continued to act 

as the principal conduit between the garrison and the 

7El Paso Times, April 1, 1908, 3 (first quota
tion); April 5, 1908, 4 (second quotation); September 7, 
1908, 4. 

8 Ibid., August 13, 1908, 6. 
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citizenry. The organization assumed the role of commend-

ing and attempting to strengthen the military establish

ment on the mesa. In a typical action Colonel J. F. Hus

ton, commanding officer at Fort Bliss and a member of 

the Chamber, asked the business group to recommend to the 

United States' Retiring Board and the Secretary of War 

that he retire with the rank of brigadier general. Some

what more than a year later the Chamber endorsed Colonel 

A. C. Sharpe, subsequent post commander, for promotion to 

brigadier general. As the Nineteenth Infantry prepared 

departure for the Philippines in early 1910 the organi-

zation scheduled a smoker for the officers and men of the 

battalion in commemoration of their service at the Pass. 9 

The Chamber of Commerce, in conjunction with local 

officials, exerted constant effort to induce Washington 

to enlarge the fort. On the basis of General August 

Myer's annual report to the Department of War in 1908 

recommending that the army augment Fort Bliss by a bat

talion of infantry and a squadron of cavalry, the organ

ization dispatched an eight-man committee to the national 

capital to lobby for a regimental post. The Chamber was 

emboldened by a report that Washington had under con

sideration a plan to establish a regiment between San 

9Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, November 12, 
1909; February 10, 1911; El Paso Times, January 25, 1910, 
2. 
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Diego and San Antonio. 10 

The organization doggedly followed the lead. It 

appointed a three-member committee to ascertain the opin

ion of the post commander on the enlargement of Fort Bliss 

and to seek his active cooperation. The Chamber in-

structed its secretary to locate data on the attributes 

of the fort which it had collected five years previously 

for such purpose and to query Congressman W. R. Smith on 

the status of the earlier movement ot expand the post. 

Finding it necessary to obtain new data on the fort, the 

secretary went beyond the bare facts. He wrote the United 

States' Weather Observatory for a certificate of climatic 

conditions, a local firm for a statement on the quality of 

the septic tanks which it had installed at the post, var-

ious utility companies for descriptions of facilities at 

Fort Bliss, and to wholesalers to gain information to 

demonstrate the ability of local merchants to supply a 

11 
regimental post. 

The committee found Colonel Huston, post com-

mander, quite receptive to the plan. He endorsed the Myer 

Report and confided that the army was deliberating the 

expansion of the target range. The officer encouraged the 

10El Paso Times, September 17, 1908, 6; Minutes 
of Chamber of Commerce, October 23, 1908. 

11Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, October 28, 
1908; November 2, 1908. 
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committee to pursue this matter in Washington. A few 

days later Huston repeated his views publicly as principal 

speaker to the Businessmen's Luncheon Club, describing 

Fort Bliss as "one of the best sites in the Southwest for 

a regimental post." 12 

The optimisn which abounded at the Pass as a re-

sult of the talk of increasing the garrison in late 1908 

soon dissipated. At the beginning of the new year the 

Chamber of Commerce still busied itself with discussions 

of Representative Smith's draft to enlarge the fort and 

in determining the character of the land desired by 

Washington for a target range. But a news report in 

February dampened the city's enthusiasm. A local reporter 

gave little chance to passage of the Smith bill, pointing 

to the existence of regimental bases at San Antonio and 

Cheyenne and to the paucity of troops needing assignments 

nationally. At a time of governmental economy Smith's 

legislation called for an appropriation of $600,000 to 

provide quarters for eight companies of infantry, two 

troops of cavalry, and one battery of field artillery in 

addition to officers' housing.
13 

The Smith failed of passage and General J. Frank

lin Bell, army chief of staff, extended little hope for 

12 Ibid., November 3, 1908; El Paso Times, November 
13, 1908, 5 (quotation). 

13El Paso Times, February 4, 1909, II, 1. 
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future prospects in an autumnal visit to El Paso. "There 

is no money available," he stated unceremoniously, "and 

I don't think there is any possibility for the enlarge

ment of Fort Bliss." Bell cited as the reasons for his 

pessimism the uncertainty of revenue collections under 

the new tariff, the insistence of President William 

Howard Taft on strict economies in every department, and 

the probability of a sharply reduced military appropria

tion for the coming year. 14 

Nevertheless, the Chamber of Commerce continued to 

press throughout 1910 for the augmentation of the post. 

Statistics cited by Colonel Huston to a Chamber luncheon 

group indicated a portion of the reason for these efforts 

in the face of almost sure failure. The post commander 

estimated in late February that the national government 

expended $150,000 annually at the Pass for the maintenance 

of Fort Bliss. Of the amount the pay of officers and en

listed men consumed $136,392; civilians received $19,000; 

repairs, $7,500; hay and grain, $11,000; fuel, $1,500; 

lights, $700; beef, $8,500; and sundries, $1,200. Huston 

undoubtedly stimulated local comment when he conjectured 

that plans currently discussed in Washington to reorganize 

the army could convert the fort into an annual asset to 

El Paso of $1,500,000. While expressing doubt that the 

post would become one of the nation's larger installations, 

14rbid., September 22, 1909, 3. 
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the colonel envisioned it as an elementary brigade center 

containing a regiment of infantry, a squadron of cavalry, 

a battalion of artillery, and detachments from the signal 

corps, constituting a mobile nucleus of all the arms of 

h 
. 15 t e servlce. 

Several high ranking army officers had voiced 

opinion that an expansion of the target range at Fort 

Bliss would facilitate the transfer of a full regiment to 

El Paso. Colonel Sharpe, later in the year, advised the 

Chamber of Commerce to secure options on the southern 

half of a sector near the existing range after assuring 

a clear title. The organization quickly complied with 

the request, and Sharpe dispatched the papers to Washing-

ton with a recommendation that the Department of War 

approve a purchase. Representative Smith promised the 

Chamber that he would continue to strive for the enlarge-
. 16 

ment of the fort when the new Congress convened. 

Until the Mexican Revolution shattered the compla-

cency of the border lands, however, the only large mili

tary force witnessed at the Pass assembled to mark the 
~ 

epochal meeting of Presidents Taft and Diaz in late 1909. 

Several thousand troops from Forts Sam Houston and Clark, 

garrisoned in box cars, accompanied prominent military 

15 rbid., February 25, 1910, 5. 

16Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, September 13, 
1910; El Paso Times, December 21, 1910, 1. 



officials to El Paso for the most formidable display of 

power concentrated in the state since the Spanish

American War. They joined four regimental bands, civic 

officials, veterans' groups, fraternal societies, and 
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El Paso military cadets in a lengthy and colorful parade 

honoring the conference of the two chief executives. 

Fort Bliss officers entertained dignitaries, including 

the Secretary of War, the commanding officer of the 

Department of Texas, the American ambassador to Mexico, 

Governor Thomas M. Campbell of Texas, and Mayor Joseph 

Sweeney of El Paso, with a dance and reception at the 

post hall. The newspapers did not forego the opportunity 

to publish special editions extolling the climate, com

merce, and progressive leadership of El Paso. 17 

In retrospect no organized effort on the part of 

El Pasoans to expand Fort Bliss proved so effective in 

the augmentation of that garrison as the unanticipated 

Mexican Revolution, which appeared at the Pass only after 

a series of seem{ngly disconnected rumblings in the dis

tant interior of Mexico. Sparse news items in late 1910 

told West Texans that Porfirio D1az was fortifying the 

presidential palace, while federal troops battled insur

gents at such exotic locations as Puebla and Zacatecas. 

Locals concerned themselves more with dances scheduled 

by officers and enlisted men of the fort and the 

17El Paso Times, September 18, 1909, 7; October 

16, 1909, 1. 
• 
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approaching field day at the post, which promised a holi

day from military duty for all save guards. Little 

portended of the import of the events below the border. 18 

Nevertheless, the Revolution soon pressed the 

international boundary. Two days before Christmas, 1910, 

The Mexican ambassador at Washington told Secretary of 

State Philander C. Knox that armed insurgents were cros

sing from El Paso into Ciudad Juarez and asked that the 

Department of State direct local authorities "to prevent 

the commission of the acts above referred to." In a 

return wire Knox attested that the American consul at 

Juarez, the commanding officer at Fort Bliss, and agents 

of the Department of Justice and Treasure along the border 

held that "no infractions of the neutrality laws were 

proven; that rumors . . were without foundation; that 

the Mexican authorities had apprehended no one .. 1119 

In response to this and subsequent Mexican pro-

tests, Washington took the position that commercial trad-

ing in arms and ammunition did not constitute violations 

lBibid., November 20, 1910, 7; December 8, 1910, 
5; Howard ~-cline, The United States and Mexico (Cam
bridge, 1965), 121-122; John Middagh, FrOntier Newspaper: 
The El Paso Times (El Paso, 1958), 145-146; Owen White, 
Out of the Desert: The Historical Romance of El Paso 
TEl Pas~l923), 249~0. 

19rhe Mexican Ambassador to the Secretary of State, 
Washington, D.C., December 23, 1910, Papers Relating to 
the Forei~n Relations of the United States, 1911 (Washing
ton, 1918 , 378-379; The Secretary of State to the Mexican 
Ambassador, Washington, D.C., December 29, 1910, ibid., 
380 (quotation). 



of international law or the neutrality statutes of the 

United States. Citing a federal court decision, United 

States v. Murphy, as authority, Knox additionally took 

the position that men could pass into Mexico singly or 

"in unarmed and unorganized groups" without fear of in

fringing on American neutrality. 20 
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Nevertheless, the Department of Justice informed 

El Pasoans of contingency plans in the last days of 1910. 

The agency decided against requesting the presence of 

additional troops unless there existed "grave danger of 

one or the other of the combatants being driven to the 

American side." While American officials stood ready 

to seize and disarm any combatant driven by battle into 

the United States, they had extracted a promise from the 

insurgents not to attack Juarez without sufficient notice 

21 
to allow resident or visiting Americans to escape danger. 

An apprehensive stillness descended over the Pass. 

A news story described El Paso as "filling up with a large 

number of deputy United States' marshals . . walking 

the streets with a mysterious air." In truth Federal 

agents were quietly pursuing suspicious Mexicans in an 

endeavor to locate the meeting places of insurgents re-

portedly organizing in the city to invade Mexico. On the 

20The Secretary of State to the Mexican Charge 
d'affairs, Washington, D.C., April 19, 1911, ibid., 461. 

21E1 Paso Times, December 28, 1910, 1. 



248 

eve of the new year the army ordered companies from 

Fort Douglas, Fort Huachuca, and vfuipple Barracks to 

several points along the border to prevent revolutionaries 

from crossing the international line, in the commencement 

of a mass military migration to the Rio Grande. 22 

Excitement built as reports circulated at the Pass 

of an insurgent invasion of Juarez, and news items placed 
~ 

Francisco Madero, author of the anti-Diaz Plan of San Luis 

Potosi, in residence at El Paso. An increased number of 

American infantry and cavalry units positioned themselves 

along the river in early 1911. By February rumors had 

Pascual Orozco with fifteen hundred revolutionaries march-

ing on El Paso's sister city. Colonel Sharpe placed four

roan patrols opposite the smelter, near Hart's Mill, at 

each of the four international bridges, and near Washing-

ton Park. Juarez closed all entertainment centers in 

anticipation of battle, and alarmed Mexican civilians and 

government officials trekked across the river to fill El 

P h 1 d . h 23 aso ote s an roomlng ouses. 

The varied reactions of El Pasoans to the re-

portedly imminent attack posed difficulties for federal 

and local officials. The boldly curious sought to enter 

Juarez in order to view the Revolution at first hand. 

22 rbid., December 31, 1910, 1. 

23 Ibl.d., F b 2 1911 1 e ruary , , . 
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Others expressed apprehension for American lives in Juarez 

and El Paso in the event of an insurgent attack. Still 

others feared American intervention, which might carry 

with it the prospect of Mexican retaliation. A consider-

able number believed that American intervention would 

throttle a desirable reorientation of the Mexican polit-

ical system along democratic lines. Judging from commen-

taries by both supporters and critics of the Madero Revo-

lution, a majority of El Pasoans appeared to favor the r 

24 
insurgent cause. 

Authorities, consequently, varied their responses 

to meet the full range of opinion at the Pass. Federal 

agents surmised that by early February Americans in Juarez 

had received ample unofficial notice to evacuate the area 

and that those who remained did so at their own peril. 

Nevertheless, Colonel Sharpe reinforced this decision by 

publicly announcing that he was under no orders to defend 

Juarez against Orozco's forces. When the belated attack 

on that city occurred, federal, military, and local offi-

cials scurried around El Paso in an often vain attempt to 

push careless observers to less dangerous vantage points 

than the river embankment and roofs of nearby buildings 

h . h h . d 25 
w ~c t ey occup~e . 

24Ibid., July 27, 1975, 8-D; White, Out of the 

Desert, 252. 

25El Paso Times, February 3, 1911, 1; February 

4, 1911, 1. 
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A prominent El Pasoan with interests in Mexico 

expressed alarm to the Chamber of Commerce that American 

intervention in the Revolution would endanger American 

lives and property below the border. Dr. R. D. Robinson 

asked the organization to utilize "the influence of this 

body to have the United States keep hands off." The board 

of directors, after discussion of the matter, decided to 

moderate Robinson's plans by wiring Texas Congressmen: 

" . if our forces are to be sent into Mexico ample 

notice should be given . . to protect their property 

and return to their own country for personal safety." 26 

Representing sympathy for the Revolution, four 

hundred and firty-eight citizens of El Paso County, on 

the other hand, petitioned Senator Charles Culberson to 

oppose American intervention. "Being a liberty loving 

people," stated the signees, " we . request 

that the United States take no steps or interest in the 

the Revolution . . or . [that] such steps be re-

scinded at once." Culberson, for his part, offered no 

supportive comments when he read the memorandum into the 

Congressional Record.
27 

The possibility of El Paso becoming immersed in 

the Mexican Revolution did, however, spark excited 

26Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, April 18, 1911. 

27August 10, 1911, Congressional Record, 62nd 

Congress, 1st Session, Volume XLVII, Part 1, 118. 
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exchanges in the staid halls of the United States Senate 

on another occasion. Senator William J. Stone of Missouri 

urged the government to dispatch troops across the inter

national boundary "to prevent El Paso from being swept 

by Mexican bullets." To this, colleague Augustus 0. 

Bacon of Georgia remarked that El Pasoans should avoid 

danger by evacuating the city. Joe Bailey of Texas inter

rupted Bacon to note the difficulties inherent in the re

moval of from forty to fifty thousand persons. When 

Stone asked Bacon if Washington should intervene if 

Mexican federals or insurgents "should train their guns on 

the streets of El Paso," Bailey leaped from his seat, pro

claiming in his best election oratory: "If [either does 

so deliberately]. the citizens of El Paso will release 

the government of any trouble or responsibility in the 

matter." Bailey sat down to a burst of applause from the 

28 
gallery. 

In spite of the oratory, the rebel attack on 

Juarez, anticipated early in the year, failed to materi

alize for months and at its belated arrival only endan

gered those curious El Pasoans who pressed too near the 

border in order to witness the event. With trainloads of 

soldiers arriving regularly at Fort Bliss to reinforce the 

boundary, the El Paso Times published six editions on 

28El Paso Times, May 28, 1911, 7. 
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February 2, heralding the imminent appearance of Orozco's 

forces, three editions on February 4, five editions the 

following day, and three on February 7. However, the 

insurgents limited their fighting to areas below Juarez, 

straining nerves and undoubtedly the supply of newsprint 

at the Pass. 29 

Although El Paso remained as peaceful as a church 

picnic, it resembled nothing so much as a city under siege. 

Describing the situation as "both curious and extremely 

interesting," the press assured El Pasoans on the morning 

of February 5, that American troops occupied the entire 

river front from the smelter on the north of the city to 

Fort Hancock, more than fifty miles distant. Beyond that, 

according to news reports, stretched a line of cavalry 

west to San Diego, California, and east to the Gulf of 

M . 30 exlco. 

Meanwhile, Charles Kelly and military officials 
I 

worried over the safety of El Pasoans when the expected 

attack should occur. They warned residents to remain in 

their homes or to view the battle from no closer point 

than Krazy Kat Mountain, at the western base of the Frank

lins, noting that Mexican rifles carried an effective 

range of from three to five miles. Still, American 

29 rbid., February 2 ' 1911, 1. 

30 rbid., February 5 ' 1911, 1. 
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soldiers consumed much of their energies ~n pushing fool

hardy bystanders away from the river bank. Juarez offi-

cials, streaming from the potential battle site into El 

Paso, demonstrated no such bravado, wisely ensconcing 

themselves in the protective environs of downtown hotels. 31 

When the expected onslaught failed to occur, 

military service along the border settled into the unglam

orous routine of searching for insurgent arms caches and ~/, 

preventing revolutionaries from crossing the international 

line. A news report from Fort Bliss, stating that all 

available officers and men at the base by mid-February 

were engaged in border duty, asserted, "This service has 

much of the unpleasant work and none of the sustaining 

excitement of a real campaign." That the adventurous 

civilian recognized the situation was attested to by re-

cruiting officers, who commented that Americans "attracted 

by the glamour of war in Mexico" preferred joining the 

rebels to enlisting in the colors. Yet when a rumor 
~ 

reached the Pass that Diaz had requested American inter-

vention, fifty-three excited El Pasoans enlisted in the 

32 
army in the space of ten days. 

31 Ibid., February 4, 1911, 1; I. J. Bush, Gringo 
Doctor (CaTdwell, Idaho, 1939), 174-175; Middagh, Frontier 
Newspaper, 148-151; Timothy G. Turner, Bullets, Bottles, 
and Gardenias (Dallas, 1935), 62. 

32El Paso Times, February 19, 1911, 16 (first quo
tation); February 25, 1911, 10 (second quotation); March 
11, 1911, 10. 



Border service at times offered moments of 

monotony-breaking excitement. An American soldier shot 

an insurgent ln the foot, causing the latter to drop 

rifles which he was carrying across the river to Mexico 

and to limp to the other side. In another instance a 

soldier unsuccessfully lunged at a Mexican who was lug

ging a sack of flour into the Rio Grande. The trooper 

fell headlong into a mudhole, with only his boots in 

view. A noncombatant rescued him from his undignified 

posture, a sight which must have provided a moment of 

. th f h 1 . . 33 mlr or t e revo utlonarles. 
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Madero's insurgents finally won control of Juarez 

in May, following days of truce between the federals and 

the rebels, during which the revolutionary leader head-

quartered only a few yards below El Paso's city limit. 

Although both Mexican factions attempted to protect the 

American city from the firing, the press reported bullets 

"dropping into El Paso from all localities." Incredibly, 

Americans continued to line the river, frustrating the 

efforts of the military to direct them to safer locations. 

Stray bullets took their toll in American lives and in

juries. The day following the surrender of Juarez, Mayor 

Kelly reported that seventeen persons had been killed or 

wounded in El Paso as a result of Mexican gunfire, al-

though all but two had exposed themselves defiantly along 

33 Ibid., April 25, 1911, 10. 
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the river front. He expressed confidence in the ability of 

the city administration and the military contingents to 

maintain the security of El Pasoans. Actually, the worst 
, 

had passed: Diaz released his grip on the presidency 

before the end of May, Madero began his historic journey 

to Mexico City early in June, and Juarez enjoyed relative 

34 tranquility for the remainder of the year. 

For reasons of security, financial profit, and 

entertainment, El Pasoans heartily welcomed the ingress 

of thousands of soldiers to the Pass during 1911. To the 

citizenry the protection which the troops afforded from 

possible Mexican encroachment assumed paramount impor-

tance. "We have more troops on the border than Mexico 

has in the field," boasted an editorial early in the 

year. The press repeatedly praised Colonel Sharpe's 

knowledge and enforcement of neutrality laws. "If the 

people of El Paso ever get an opportunity to vote for the 

gallant commander of the regiment for General of the Ar

my," surmised a reporter, "he will enjoy the distinction 

of gracing that high military.office."
35 

34rbid., February 7, 1911, 6; May 8, 1911, 1 
(quotation); May 11, 1911, 12; Cline, United States and 
Mexico, 123-124; Daniel James, Mexico and the Americans 
{New York, 1963), 147; Bush, Gringo Doctor, 205; Middagh, 
Frontier Newspaper, 154-158; Turner, Bullets, Bottles, and 
Gardenias, 66. 

35El Paso Times, February 7, 1911, 6 (first quo
tation); March 28, 1911, 10 (second quotation). 
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The expanded military payroll pumped life into the 

local economy at a highly opportune time. The Mexican 

Revolution all but ended trade between El Paso and her 

customary markets to the south, disrupted railroad traf

fic, and denied ore to the smelting industry. Ironically, 

the insurgents also stimulated El Paso's economy, indi

vidually and collectively. During the truce which pre-

ceded the insurrectionist victory at Juarez, "a peaceful 

invasion" of rebels netted American merchants "a rush 

business," according to news reports. ThL~ (llL:rtt.-'rmaster 

General of the insurgent army announced, probably accur-

ately, that provisions for his troops purchased at El 

Paso totalled fifteen hundred dollars daily. Reportedly, 

the triumphant Madero bought over $100,000 in foodstuff 

from El Paso storekeepers to sustain his men on the long 

k h M . . 1 36 tre to t e ex1can cap1ta . 

Concerts rendered by several military bands con-

stituted a major form of entertainment for El Pasoans 

during the year. Colonel Sharpe, to the delight of the 

city administration, scheduled weekly concerts by the 

Twenty-Third Infantry band for the spring and summer 

months at Cleveland Square and other municipal parks. 

36 Ibid. February 19, 1911, 10; March 7, 1911, 10; 
, II 

April 23, 1911, 6 (quotation); Rhonda L. Hartman~ Fran-
cisco Madero's Activity in the El Paso-Ciudad Juarez Area 
during 1910 and 1911," unpublished Master's thesis, Uni
versity of Texas at El Paso, 1975, 24. 
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Subsequently, Colonel E. Z. Steever placed the Fourth 

Cavalry band at the disposal of city officials. The 

Herald proclaimed the performances of the military musi

cal groups "a real treat to the people of the city." The 

Times concurred with the statement: "The thousands always 

present are sufficient evidence of their popular-

ity and the deep appreciation of El Paso people." El 

Pasoans unafraid of a narrow footbridge spanning the deep 

river from the smelter to Madero's headquarters also 

availed themselves of the opportunity to hear the lively 

insurgent's band. 37 

In spite of the security and entertainment pro-

vided by the large number of troops, the increased gar-

rison produced inevitable friction with the civilian pop-

ulation. Complaining of having been insulted in the 

presence of her daughters by soldiers aboard a streetcar, 

a woman identifying herself as "A Mexican Mother" asserted, 

"Some men think Mexican women are not entitled to any 

respect." She noted that she had ridden the same car for 

four years without molestation "from the real soldiers, 

who behave respectfully and gentlemenly. 

The letter to a local newspaper sparked a racial 

rebuttal from a writer signing her name "A Southern 

37El Paso Times, April 18, 1911, l; April 27, 

1911, 1; May 19, 1911, 7 (second quotation); El Paso 

Herald, May 3, 1911, 6 (first quotation). 

38
El Paso Herald, July 6, 1911, 6. 

/ 



258 

Woman." "I am sure," stated the communication, "Our sol-

diers do not feel at all honored in having to stand so 

near them . . for being from the South I am not used to 

such close contact with this disturbing element." To 

this a self-identified contributor, "An American," 

charged: "If the Southern woman will take the time and 

trouble to make a few trips to . Fort Bliss on what 

the soldiers term 'Pay Day' she will see some of the most 

disgraceful sights and hear some of the most vile lan-

guage that men can utter. 

Two articulate servicemen entered the fray, rais-

ing yet another aspect of prejudice. "The lady in ques-

tion was not insulted by a soldier," exclaimed a private 

of the Twenty-Third Infantry. "A Chinaman was the cause 

of it all, and as usual the soldiers were to blame," he 

argued. The writer then blamed area "saloons and dives" 

for much of the trouble and alleged that civilians com-

mitted such offenses, unnoticed by the public, on a regu-

lar basis. "A Soldier" emphasized that only a few ser-

vicemen behaved offensively: "The majority of us regret 

the occurrence just as much as the lady herself 

does. 

But such minor evidences of friction between the 

39Ibid., July 7, 1911, 7 (first quotation); July 
8, 1911, 7 (second quotation). 

40 Ibid., July 12, 1911, 7. 
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civilian and military sectors had not dampened the desires 

of civic leaders, who at the first shots of the Mexican 

Revolution had intensified their efforts to enlarge Fort 

Bliss. In March, 1911, the Herald opined, "Now is the 

exact moment to strike and strike hard for the enlarge

ment of Fort Bliss." Asserting that the Revolution 

demonstrated "the importance of having a strong garrison 

at this point," the newspaper submitted, "We ought not 

to let the chance go by." A few days later the organ 

noted the economic consequences of the influx of service-

ment in the statement, "Well, El Paso is going to benefit 

some from having a large body of soldiers stationed near 

the city, even if our trade with Mexico is cut off." 

The Times concurred in the bid to expand the post: "The 

strategic importance of Fort Bliss, the climate, the ele

vation, the pure water, all combine to add force to the 

41 
arguments in favor of the enlargement." 

As had been the case before the start of the 

Revolution, the Chamber of Commerce led the expansion 

movement. In mid-March the president of the local chamber 

told the board of directors he had received information 

that Washington contemplated removing the garrison to San 

Antonio, which would constitute a temporary abandonment of 

41 Ibid., March 10, 1911, 6 (first quotation); 
March 16, 19II, 6 (second quotation); El Paso Times, May 
28, 1911, 6 (third quotation). 
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the fort. The officials discussed strategy for submitting 

a protest to the Department of War against relocating the 

troops stationed at the Pass. The information proved 

false, or at least premature, and did not stop the drive 

to increase the garrison's size. A month later the 

organization dispatched a resolution to Washington urging 

the establishment of a sixteen-company post, "including, 

as far as may be practicable, all branches of the service." 

The Chamber of Commerce listed the impressive assortment 

of justifications which had become almost traditional for 

its request. It noted that El Pasoans had donated suffi-

cient land in the past for the creation of a garrison of 

larger specifications, cited sanitary conditions as being 

of the highest order, and pointed to the excellent target 

range available at the current site. 42 

Many of the arguments presented, however, hinged 

on the exigencies rising from the Mexican Revolution. The 

organization pointed out that El Paso was a city of forty 

thousand persons situated on the Mexican border which 

contained "large and valuable properties capable of de

struction." The Chamber emphasized the city's strategic. 

location, astride eight railroads, from which, it proposed, 

the army could move troops to points in West Texas, New 

Mexico, and Arizona. It noted that the great distance of 

42Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, March 17, 1911; 
April 16, 1911 (quotation). 
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San Antonio from the Pass, more than six hundred miles, 

diminished the ability of Fort Sam Houston to protect 

West Texas effectively, leaving a number of communities 

"capable of destruction from Mexico." The business group 

predict~d that an enlarged Fort Bliss would offer more 

effective enforcement of American neutrality laws. The 

resolution was wired to President Taft, Secretary of War 

Philander C. Knox, Senators Bailey and Culberson, Repre-

sentative Smith, and the Chairman of the House Committee 

M.l. Aff . Apr1.·1 18. 43 on 1. 1.tary a1.rs on 

Never dilatory when a possible expansion of the 

fort was at stake, the organization pursued the issue of 

expanding the target range on the same date that it dis-

patched the resolution to Washington. J. A. Rapper ap

pointed a three-man committee to survey the possibility 

bf procuring land at Hueco Tanks, east of the city, a 

move which had been suggested by the Quartermaster Gen

eral.44 

Despite the influx of troops to the Pass, El Paso 

appeared no nearer its goal of a greater permanent mili

tary presence in the spring of 1911. In late April Rep

resentative Smith exhibited to the press a letter from 

the Department of War demonstrating the enormity of the 

43 rbid. , (quotation); April 18, 1911. 

44Ibid. , April 18, 1911. 
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task which the city had set for itself. The note stated 

that sufficient accomodations existed for members of the 

regular army and that the Indian wars and the demands of 

the Philippine rebellion made the conversion of Fort Bliss 

to a regimental post unlikely at that time. 45 

~ 

With the Maderist ouster of Diaz in late May, El 

Paso began hearing more optimistic assessments. Narrat-

ing Senator Hudspeth's recent conversation in Washington 

with the Secretary of War, Representative James L. Slay

den, and Senator Bailey, a local editor beamed, "What 

El Paso has been working for for many years--the enlarge-

ment of Fort Bliss--is, it seems, at last about to receive 

favorable consideration. . " The newsman supported his 

elation with an interview with Hudspeth, in which the 

lawmaker predicted, "El Paso is going to get a full regi

mental post, and she is going to get it next year." Due 

to the army's program of closing small posts, remnants of 

the frontier era, and relocating their garrisons at more 

strategic locations, Fort Sam Houston and Fort Bliss thus 

would, according to Slayden, constitute the only remain-

·1· bl. h . T 46 
ing ml ltary esta lS ments ln exas. 

The Chamber of Commerce appeared to be recording 

progress in securing a new target range for Fort Bliss. 

45El Paso Times, April 22, 1911, 10. 

44rbid., May 28, 1911, 6, 7. 
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an accomplishment vital to the enlargement of the base 

because of the diminutiveness of the existing range and 

its proximity to residential areas. In May Hudspeth 

wired a brief note to the business group: "In case Gov

ernment post is enlarged would El Paso furnish target 

range and deed same to Government [?]Wire me fully." 

Rapper then told the Chamber that the Inspector General 

of the Army had recommended the moving of the range one

and-a-half miles north and the exchange of the two hun-

dred and forty acre site for a new location of larger 

dimensions. Rapper proposed to his peers the purchase of 

four hundred and eighty additional acres at a price of 

$14,400 and a sixty-day option on another tract, to 

establish the value of the land in case of condemnation 

proceedings, if at any time such steps became necessary. 

47 
The organization telegraphed the proposal to Hudspeth. 

With the cooling of the first phase of the Mexican 

Revolution, however, El Paso faced the prospect of the 

decline in importance of the major reason for serious talk 

about upgrading Fort Bliss, that of securing the border. 

Placing a bright face on a drab situation, a newsman sub

mitted, "Part of the troops stationed in Texas are to be 

returned to their regular posts within the next few days, 

and it is a safe prediction that the entire bunch will 

47Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, May 11, 1911 
(quotation); May 16, 1911. 
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find their way back to this state as soon as their terms 

of enlistment expire." 48 

Mercurial develo~ents in Mexico and Washington 
~. 

?'\ 
again fired optimism/as th~ Pass in early July. The 

Department of War affirmed that the Fourth Cavalry would 

remain on border duty indefinitely, raising El Pasoans' 

hopes for a regimental post within their midst. The 

press maintained that the army's renewed interest in Fort 

Bliss as a cavalry center stemmed from "the recent war 

scare" and the inability of the infantry to guard the 

border effectively. A reporter speculated that the news 

of a prolonged tour of duty at the western tip of Texas 

might pain the officers and men of the cavalry. But from 

El Pasoans, who flocked to the free army concerts, and 

merchants, who stood to gain financially, "especially in 

the cost of cavalry upkeep in the way of feed and extra 

h ' ' h . . d . . 49 orses, e ant~c~pate JOyous emot~ons. 

The enlargement campaign received a burst of news 

coverage in. August. As the month began, the press ob

served negotiations between military authorities at Fort 

Bliss and an unidentified local man concerning a tract of 

land near the reservation. Conjecture ran to two possi-

bilities, a target range or a training area. Several 

48El P T' aso ~mes, 

49 rbid. , July 6, 

July 3, 1911. 

1911. 



weeks later the newspapers reviewed the recent efforts 

of the Chamber of Commerce and noted the optimism of 

business and political leaders. Mayor Kelly stated ex-

pansively, "And there is .no reason why this country's 
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principal military post should not be located here." He 

surmised that the army could transport soldiers from El 

Paso to any point on the Mexican border within twelve 

hours. A regiment of cavalry, remarked the mayor, could 

be stationed at the Pass for a full year for the same 

cost as the transportation of the Fourth Cavalry regi-

ment to the area earlier in the year. Making no allusion 

to financial considerations, Kelly predicted that a strong 

military presence at El Paso would discourage filibusters 

and "the movement of disorganized armed forces across the 

1 . "50 lne. 

Two days later the newspapers devoted major cov

erage to a meeting of the Fort Bliss enlargement committee 

of the Chamber of Commerce, featuring positive comments by 

chairman Happer. He described the inquiries of the army 

into obtaining two hundred acres at Hueco Tanks, which he 

saw as an indication that Washington perceived the loca-

tion as a potential mobilization rendezvous point. Happer 

confided that the Department of War wished to ascertain 

what concessions El Paso would tender for a larger 

SOibid., August 2, 1911, l; August 20, 1911, 9 
(quotation). 
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installation and whether the city would connect Fort Bliss 

to the municipal sewer system. The committee conjectured 

that the city could exchange with the army the current 

target range for a larger and more distant area at an 

additional expense of $15,000 to the government and that 

El Paso could connect the fort to the city sewer line, 

at a cost of $17,000 to Washington. President James 

McNary suggested that the city impress upon Washington 

the fact that the latter had not met its original offer 

to locate a regimental post at the Pass almost twenty 

years previously and that this would be an opportune 

d h I • 51 moment to re eem t e government s promlse. 

In an editorial titled "The Enlargement of Fort 

Bliss," the Times on the following day echoed arguments 

recently forged by business and political leaders. Em

phasizing the strategical location and isolation of El 

Paso, the editorialist asserted, "Fort Sam Houston might 

just as well be located in some other state," since "the 

distance from El Paso to San Antonio is practically half 

the distance from El Paso to Mexico City." Pressing the 

second commonly enunciated theme, the organ stated, "This 

city dealt fairly and squarely with the government in the 

establishment of this military post" and went on to opine 

that the town now expected the government to pphold its 

51 rbid., August 22, 1911, 10. ---. 
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portion of the bargain. 52 

The Chamber of Commerce placed the enlargement of 

Fort Bliss on the agenda of a public rally which featured 

speeches on the "Statehood Jubilee" for New Mexico and 

Arizona, and trade excursions to the Pecos Valley, Ele

phant Butte Dam, and the Irrigation Congress at Chicago. 

With the Chamber promising locals "Music, Refreshments, 

and a Good Time," the press opined that the mere discus-

sion of Fort Bliss sufficed to warrant the attendance of 

every loyal El Pasoan. News coverage of the event cen-

tered on the "Statehood Jubilee," though it included ref-

erences to a speech by A. P. Coles supporting the expan

sion of the base. 53 

The Chamber sighted another opportunity to press 

the issue in late August. The secretary of the Chamber 

informed the members of the proposed visit of Secretary of 

War Henry L. Stimson and General Leonard A. Wood to San 

Antonio in mid-September as part of an inspection tour of 

southwestern army posts. He suggested that the organiza

tion invite the two officials to El Paso, with the end 

of discussing the enlargement of Fort Bliss on the Cham

ber's home ground. President McNary and Mayor Kelly 

agreed jointly to extend an invitation to Stimson and 

52 rbid., August 23, 1911, 6. 

53 rbid., August 24, 1911, 2, 6 (quotation); August 
25, 1911, 1. 
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On the eve of the three-day "Statehood Jubilee," 

celebrating in late October the impending admission of 

New Mexico and Arizona to the Union with sports activi

ties, concerts, and speeches in El Paso and Fort Bliss, 

Stimson and Wood spent three hours in the city. The 

cabinet official, welcomed at the railroad station by 

army officers, the mayor, and members of the Chamber of 

Commerce, emphasized that the enlargement of the fort 

hinged on the ability of El Paso to provide sufficient 

cheap land. 55 

Stimson presented a favorable but firm posture. 

"El Paso is a highly important strategic point," he ad-

mitted, but he insisted that Washington receive "ample 

ground at a reasonable rate." Stimson declared that the 

army required "a large range and a piece of ground suffi-

ciently large to execute all maneuvers upon. Both of 

these tracts would have to be far enough away from the 

city so that the future growth of El Paso would not inter-

fere with them." The secretary commented that he would 

make no recommendation to the national government on the 

enlargement of the post until after he had conferred with 

other officials at Washington.
56 

55 E1 Paso Times, October 19, 1911, 1. 

56 Ibid. 
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The Stimson statement, while far from a promise, 

produced a spurt of activity at the Pass. Representative 

Smith, apparently undismayed by past defeats of his almost 

perennial enlargement bills, predicted, "With a favorable 

recommendation by [the J Secretary of War ... I am con-

fident that my bill . will be passed at the next ses-

sion of the legislature." On the heels of Stimson's so-

journ to El Paso, the army ordered a survey of two hundred 

thousand acres of national government land directly beyond 

the state line in New Mexico as a prospective site for a 

rifle range. This was followed by a resolution of the 

city council which allowed the United States government to 

lay and maintain a ten-inch sewer line connecting Fort 

Bliss to the municipal sewer,- an indication of expected 

growth at the fort. 57 

Welcome news arrived on horseback. In late Novem-

ber El Paso received word that the army had ordered the 

conversion of Fort Bliss from an infantry to a cavalry 

post. The decision at Washington provided for the occupa

tion of the base by a headquarters company, band, machine

gun platoon, and a squadron of cavalry. Speculation sug

gested that while the four companies of the Twenty-Third 

Infantry would probably move to Fort Harrison, Indiana, 

57 rbid., October 24, 1911, 4 (quotation); November 
5, 1911, 7;-Minutes of the El Paso City Council, November 
16, 1911, El Paso, Texas, Z, 89. 
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because of the conversion of the post, the Fourth Cavalry, 

located at nearby Camp Steever since the beginning of bor

der warfare early in the year, likely would remain ln El 

Paso indefinitely. The order required the immediate con-

struction of four stables, the contracts to b~ issued at 

the earliest possible date. In addition the army was 

already in the act of installing an electric lighting 

system at Fort Bliss, with a projected completion by the 

58 first month of the following year. 

While establishment of a regimental post remained 

open to question, the news report came as an early Chris-

mas present to many at the Pass. The news item announclng 

the reorganization referred to expected profits to mer-

chants from the sale of feed for cavalry animals, and a 

subsequent editorial hailed the transformation of Fort 

Bliss into a cavalry center as "but preliminary to the 

enlargement and improvement of this Southwestern military 

site into what it should be--a full regimental post." 

Hopes were undoubtedly brightened by a mid-December rumor 

which had it "on good authority" that Washington would 

soon make public that it desired land valued at $13,410 

for the enlargement of Fort Bliss.
59 

With visions of sugar plums and regimental posts 

S8El Paso Times, November 28, 1911, 1. 

59 rbid., November 29, 1911 (first quotation); 
December 13, 1911, 12 (second quotation). 



271 

dancing in their heads, El Pasoans enthusiastically at

tended events at the fort throughout December. The army 

treated its civilian neighbors to boxing and wrestling 

shows, parades, and a Christmas Eve polo match between 

Fourth Cavalry officers and the posh Toltec Club, with 

young women from the city and the fort serving tea at 

the latter event. Christmas evening callers viewed the 

post bathed in luminous splendor, the result of the 

stallation of new electric goose-neck lights. 60 

. ln-

A reporter, stating that a brigade post hovered 

within reach of the Pass, entered the spirit of the season 

by estimating the monetary value to El Paso of an aug-

mented Fort Bliss. The army currently spent, according 

to his calculations, $9,000 monthly for the upkeep of the 

one infantry battalion. A cavalry regiment, the writer 

surmised, would require a monthly expenditure of not less 

than $48,000. The stationing of a brigade at El Paso 

would place almost $175,000 in circulation, in salaries, 

feed, and general maintenance, each month. With a sharp 

pencil he estimated brigade salaries at $20,000 per month, 

a like amount for the cost of boarding, and a monthly ex-

penditure of $8,000 for feeding and ca~ing for horses. 

Reportedly, El Paso could secure the necessary appropria

tion by sending a delegation to Washington and by 

60 rbid., December 8, 1911, 6; December 23, 1911, 
4; December 24, 1911, 4. 
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Commerce. 61 
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The Fort Bliss enlargement committee of the Cham

ber of Commerce put forth a resolution to the parent or

ganization in January, 1912, calling for the expansion of 

the base by two hundred and thirty thousand acres and the 

conversion of the fort into a brigade post. With the mat

ter shortly to go before the Department of War, the board 

of directors of the Chamber formally congratulated the 

committee for its months of preparation and discharged it 

of further duties. "It is practically assured that the 

War Department will act favorably," assured a newsman. 

A following editorial described the situation as "so 

encouraglng that it can almost be regarded as an accom

plished reality."62 

Good fortune smiled on the Pass in the first month 

of 1912. El Paso appeared on the point of gathering the 

rewards of the Mexican Revolution, in the form of an en-

larged military base, without paying the price of further 

border troubles. When Washington in early January an-

nounced the withdrawal of the Twenty-Third Infantry from 

the border, Representative Albert S. Burles~n protested to 
r, I 

\. 

President Taft, pointing to the inherently'instable 

61 rbid., December 19, 1911, 1. 

62
rbid. ~January 13, 1912, 1 (first quotation); 

January 14, 1912, 6 (second quotation) 
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condition of the international boundary, but El Paso, 

pleased with the presence of an expanding cavalry post, 

offered no criticism. "We are sorry to see the Twenty

Third leave," acknowledged president McNary of the Cham-

ber of Commerce, "but not from any reasons of fear." 

Even the loss of soldiers had its compensations: local 

businessmen received contracts for the crating and pack-

ing of infantry equipment, while the Fourth Cavalry re

ceived the supplies and wooden barracks of the foot sol-

diers. Accordingly, the infantrymen entrained for In-

diana with five locally donated beer kegs aboard in late 

63 January. 

Although El Paso and Washington had enjoyed rela-

tively tranquil frontiers with Mexico since the Maderists 

had won control of Juarez and Mexico City in May, 1911, 

turmoil was again building to the south. Francisco Ma-

dero represented the classic moderate, unable to satisfy 

either side in a revolutionary situation. His insistence 

on evolutionary reform alienated radicals such as Emiliano 
. 

Zapata, who proclaimed his own land distribution program 

in late 1911. Madero's cautious efforts at reform, con-

versely, alarmed the entrenched interests, who found their 
~ 

representatives in Bernardo Reyes, Felix Diaz, and, 

63 rbid., January 17, 1912, 1 (quotation); January 
23, 1912, 5; Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, January 12, 
1912. 
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eventually, Victoriano Huerta. 64 

Pascual Orozco, a principal figure in the Maderist 

victory at Juarez, which brought down the Porfirian regime 

the previous year, played a prominent role in renewing 

hostilities at the Pass in February, 1912. For months 

Orozco had brooded over the refusal of Madero to appoint 

the courageous but administratively incompetent Chihuahuan 

to high office. By early 1912 Orozco appeared to have 

fallen under the influence of reactionary hacendados in 

northern Mexico. Still outwardly loyal to the Madero 

administration, however, Orozco squelched anti-Madero army 

mutinies in Chihuahua, including Juarez, in early Feb-

65 ruary. 

Five editions of the morning newspaper describing 

looting and sacking of Juarez by its military garrison 

shook El Pasoans from their recent lethargy on February 1. 

Although the provisional mayor of Juarez assured Americans 

within the city that the mutiny would not endanger them, 

many of those streaming into El Paso from across the river 

reported robberies by Mexican soldiers and that one Ameri

can lay near death in an El Paso hospital, the victim of a 

64charles Curtis Cumberland, Mexican Revolution, 
Genesis Under Madero (Austin, 1952), 183; Cline, United 
States and M·exico, 125-128; James, Mexico and the Ameri
cans, 153="154. 

65 cumberland, Mexican Revolution, 195; Cline, 
United States and Mexico, 129. 
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shooting in a Juarez gambling hall. The El Paso city 

council and the Chamber of Commerce jointly requested 

military assistance from Washington, strongly condemning 

the rioting as dangerous to American lives and property. 66 

With peace apparently restored in Juarez the fol

lowing day, El Pasoans disagreed over what action the 

United States government should undertake. Local business-

men remained highly critical of the Taft administration's 

seeming inability to protect its citizens from indignities 

along the border. However, two prominent residents argued 

that an American invasion of Mexico, as proposed by city 

council, would produce a massacre of United States' na

tionals stranded in the Mexican interior. 67 

The Taft administration confronted the dilemma of 

placating excited El Pasoans without adding fuel to rumors 

of an American intervention. As soon as the firing began 
... 

in Juarez, Colonel Steever rushed the Fourth Cavalry to the 

international bridges and allowed no one to pass without 

inspection. At the same time the commander emphasized, 

"We are here merely to enforce neutrality laws." Several 

days later Steever commented on the stillness at Juarez 

and promised to open the international bridges and resume 

the international streetcar service if the night passed 

without disturbance. Holding the Seventh Infantry and 

66El Paso Times, February 1, 1912, 1. 

67 rbid., February 2, 1912, 1. 
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Fifteenth Cavalry ln readiness at Fort Leavenworth Sec-, 

retary Knox wired the Chamber of Commerce of preparedness 

measures and urged the organization to call for prudent 

actions from El Pasoans. 68 

Two incidents nearly mired the United States in 

the Mexican Revolution before the rebels captured Juarez 

in late February. The previous year Taft had laid a 

contingency plan, subject to the disavowal of governors 

of the Southwestern states, to allow Mexican troops, ac-

companied by American forces, to cross into the United 

States in order to reach rebel outposts along the border. 

At that time the governors of Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, 

and California voiced no objections. In February, 1912, 

the press reported that Washington had given consent to 

Mexican federals to enter Texas through Eagle Pass and 

to reenter Mexico at El Paso. An editor reacted to the 

proposal by denouncing it as "an outrage upon the peopl~ 

of the Texas border." El Pasoans, apprehensive that their 

city might become a battleground, beseiged Governor 

0. B. Colquitt to block the measure. Accordingly, Sec

retary Knox assured Colquitt that Washington had re-

. d d · · d · f th study. 69 
scln e permlsslon pen lng ur er 

68 rbid., February 1, 1912, 1 (quotation); February 
5, 1912, 1; Cline, United States and Mexico, 129. 

69El Paso Times, February 9, 1912, 1, 6 (quota
tion); February 10, 1912, 1; The Secretary of State to 
Secretaries of Treasury, Commerce and Labor, and War, 
Washington, D.C., February 10, 1912, Foreign Relations 
1912, 892; Cline, United States and Hexico, 129. 
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Only days later an American lieutenant unwittingly 

sparked new alarms of an American intervention. The young 

officer and nineteen infantrymen produced an international 

incident by failing to dismount a streetcar at the inter-

national line and penetrating a hundred yards into Mexico, 

though guards of both nations stood at the boundary. An 

angry Mexican mob descended upon the uniformed and armed 

soldiers, who were whisked to safety by fast moving Mexi-

can troops. "Much feeling against the Americans is ln 

evidence," observed, in somewhat of an understatement, 

the American consul at Juarez to Secretary Knox. To 

smooth over the matter the army suspended and court-

martialed the lieutenant, while the Department of State 

tendered an apology to the Mexican government. That such 

a minor incident caused such a stir gives some indication 

of the tensions existing along the Rio Grande in early 

1912. 70 

El Paso agaln braced for an attack at its border 

when a rebel army of close to two thousand men pushed into 

Juarez late in February. Colonel Steever ordered four 

troops of the Fourth Cavalry to take positions along the 

river front, while the army dispatched three batteries of 

70The American Counsul at Ciudad Juarez to the 
Secretary of State, Juarez, Mexico, February 15, 1912, 
ibid., 721; The Acting Secretary of State to the Mexican 
Ambassador, Washington, D. C., February 26, 1912, ibid., 
726. 
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the Third Field Artillery and the entire Twenty-Second 

Infantry to the Pass as reenforcements. Within twenty

four hours another 1,400 infantrymen and artillerymen were 

speeding to El Paso. The sheriff's request for enlistees 

ln a posse to protect local lives and property brought 

forth five hundred volunteers, as excitement mounted for 

the impending battle. 71 

With troops constantly arriving at the Pass, 

Juarez placidly surrendered to the insurgents, soon 

joined by Orozco. Although three bullets sailed into 

El Paso, residents strained from every conceivable vantage 

point, as in the previous year, to witness "the battle 

that wasn't," as the press dubbed the collapse of Juarez. 

The presence of the entire garrison of Fort Bliss along 

the boundary and at strategic points in the city caused· 

tempers to flare in the predominantly Mexican south side. 

Amid constant rumors of American invasion of Juarez, a 

Mexican attempted to disarm a militiaman, prompting a 

near riot ln which authorities arrested three persons. 

According to another report, another Mexican fired on 

a military guard at the gas plant. Seemingly, the chances 

72 of a serious incident loomed large. 

The return of Juarez to government forces in 

71El Paso Times, February 24, 1912, 1; February 
26, 1912, 1. 

72 rbid., February 27, 1912, 1; February 28, 1912, 
1 (quotation) 
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August proved, like the rebel victory in February, rather 

anti-climactic. Placing thousands of men on border 

patrol, the army had cancelled leaves and sharply reduced 

the number of parades at Fort Bliss in anticipation of 

the Mexican battle. The ranks of the Second Cavalry 

swelled to the extent that half of their number failed 

to obtain horses. The Mexican government victory appar-

ently brought relief to both sides of the border. El 

Pasoans of Hexican descent celebrated the triumph of 

General Jesus M. Rabago by parading across the inter-

national bridges to welcome and congratulate the victors. 

In turn Mexican troops visited El Paso the following day, 

with much interest manifested by American soldiers and 

1 1 . . 73 
oca c~t~zenry. 

Although tensions ebbed following the exchanges of 

authority at Juarez, routine American border patrols had 

remained vigilant throughout the year.v'From the first 

hint of trouble, the army busied itself with preventing 

armed expeditions and, more commonly, weapons and ammuni-

tion from crossing into rebel hands. Beginning in Febru

ary the military maintained at least one battalion on 

guard duty from above the smelter on the west side of the 

city to below Washington Park in the eastern sector and 

employed cavalry contingents on continual scouting duty. 

73 rbid., August 3, 1912, 5; August 17, 1912, 10; 
August 21, 1912, 1; August 22, 1912, 12. 
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The army rotated these personnel at approximately ten day 

intervals and allowed nothing "larger than a postage 

stamp," according to an enthusiastic reporter, to cross 

the line in either direction. By March there were four 

bodies of soldiers at Fort Bliss sharing the responsi

bility of sealing the border: The Fourth Cavalry, the 

Twenty-Second Infantry, the Eighteenth Infantry, and a 

battery of artillery. The routine patrols were greatly 

augmented at any hint of trouble. 74 

Although Mexicans frequently demonstrated dis-

pleasure with the exactitude of the border guards, news 

items continually praised them. In late March a reporter 

boasted, "Smuggling of any kind within a radius of ten 

miles has been practically stopped by the heavy guard that 

is now maintained along the river bank." Another writer 

praised them as "Watchdogs of the Rio Grande," lauding 

their patience, humor, and courage. "He is indeed the 

ideal human machine," insisted an admirer of the typical 

guard. "He is the man behind the gun--and above all else 

he is an American." A woman contributor lionized them in 

poetry: "And every day of border fray adds a star to 

their fame; for them blue bonnets bloom; the bravest sons 

T "75 our ex as owns . 

74Ibid., March 13, 1912, 10. 

75 Ibid., March 26, 1912, 12 (first quotation); 
April 7, 1912, 14 (third quotation); July 14, 1912, 5 
(second quotation). 
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Nevertheless, the high profits accruing from the 

illicit arms trade placed constant pressure on the border 

patrol. Monetary gain likewise occasionally tempted low 

paid soldiers. In July a court martial sentenced two in-

fantry privates to ten years in the military prison at 

Alcatraz Island on a charge of conspiring to smuggle am-

munition into Mexico. An American army officer minimized, 

however, the effects of smuggling: "The way ammunition 

is used in Mexico it takes a thousand shells to kill one 

man, and the most that is gotten over the line is in hand-

f 1 1176 u s. 

That El Pasoans generally appreciated the in-

creased military presence at the Pass was demonstrated by 

their willingness to defend the soldiers against criticism. 

The Times, which customarily reported favorably on the 

activities of Senator Bailey, editorially attacked him for 

a speech in which he remarked that members of the army had 

imposed indignities on Texans and American refugees enter

l.ng the nation from Hexico. "The conduct of both officers 

and men has been exemplary even under the most trying cir-

cumstances," it fumed. "Any report to the contrary does 

them a great injustice." The Herald stated, near the end 

of 1912 "It has not been seldom remarked that there has 
' 

at no time been any disorder, even slight, due to the 

76 rbid., July 3, 1912, 2; September 4, 1912, 2 
(quotation). 
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presence of the soldiers. The records of the police court 

show scarcely any entty of the soldiers' ·names for any 

cause." 77 

Plain citizens also rose to the servicemen's de-

fense. When a woman wrote to a local newspaper complain-

ing of soldiers "rolling, wrestling," and "throwing grass" 

during band concerts in Cleveland Square, another lady 

challenged the statement in the following edition. "It 

is usually the women and children who make all the nolse," 

she argued. "I have never seen a soldier disturb any-

one. . It is a notable fact that the Fort Bliss car 

is the only one on which a woman is never forced to 

stand." 78 

It was fortunate that the soldiers received a 

hearty welcome in most quarters, because unprecedented 

numbers resided at the fort and in camps throughout the 

year. At the end of February, with the Twenty-Second 

Infantry stationed indefinitely at the Pass, the city 

boasted a garrison of about 2,200 men. In early April 

the number at Fort Bliss hovered around 2,000. The press 

reported in September "fully 3,000 American soldiers as

signed to the Mexican border patrol," with approximately 

77 rbid., August 8, 1912, 4 (first quotation); El 
Paso Herald, December 21, 1912, 7 (second quotation). 

78El Paso Herald, July 12, 1912, 6 (first quota
tion); July 13, 1912, 7. 
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half on actual patrol duty and the remainder lodging at 

Fort Bliss. The post baseball team, accordingly, enjoyed 

the opportunity to select from a wide range of talent, 

while civic events in El Paso rarely lacked the services 

of a military band. 79 

The thousands of soldiers buoyed the local econ-

omy during 1912. "There are no hard times in El Paso " 
' 

caroled an editorial. "This city is too busy to glve 

thought to anything but the evidences of progress and 

prosperity that are to be seen on all sides." Some of 

that prosperity lay in the appetites of the cavalry 

horses. In March the Quartermaster Department at Fort 

Bliss issued feed contracts of three times the usual 

duration of thirty days, providing for delivery to the 

post stalls of two hundred and seventy tons of alfalfa. 

In June the fort studied bids for the construction of a 

new kitchen for the Twenty-Second Infantry. The same 

month a local firm received a government contract to 

sink two six-inch tubular wells on the new target range 

and to install pumps, windmills, gas engines, and plpe

lines. At that moment the post Quartermaster was asking 

bids on the supply of 1,000,000 pounds of hay, 800,000 

79El Paso Times, February 29, 1912, 12; March 20, 
1912, 9; April 2, 1912, 6; September 7, 1912, 7 (quota
tion). 
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pqunds of oats, and 1,200 cords of wood. 80 

Payday invariably offers the most instantly vis

ible evidence of military economic impact on a garrison 

city. A total of $140,000 passed through the hands of 

servicemen in late August, representing two months' de-

layed pay. A news story reported the presence of hundreds 

of enlisted men on the city streets, "spending their June 

and July pay," though noting "comparatively little drunk

enness." A reporter estimated that with the payroll for 

the month of August added to the amount, $100,000 entered 

81 the local economy within the space of several days. 

Residential construction represented a more per-

manent effect of the army on the civilian economy. Before 

this year's end real estate brokers were able to announce 

that very few vacant houses remained in El Paso, while 

building activity increased on a daily basis. East El 

Paso, near Fort Bliss, realized a boom early in the year. 

Capitalized nine years previously at $130,000, by mid-

1912 the company had grossed approximately $600,000 and 

had sold practically all of the 4,000 lots in the section. 

Its success was equaled by adjoining additions, Government 

Hill, Grandview, and Highland Park. American businessmen 

80 rbid., March 20, 1912, 10; April 2, 1912, 6 
(quotation); June 26, 1912, 3; June 29, 1912, 10. 

81 rbid., August 29, 1912, 16 (quotation); August 
31, 1912, 3. 
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resident ~n Mexico paid an investment company $200,000 

gold for nearly 700 acres of land bounding Fort Bliss on 

the north and east in early June. The developers pre

pared to expend roughly $150,000 on streets, sidewalks, 

and trees, and to restrict deeds to dwellings costing 

no less than $6,000 each. 82 

The proposed extension of the Fort Bliss Road set 

off a mild flurry early in the year among property owners 

who vied for a route through their additions, indicating 

the continuing influence of a military reservation on the 

surrounding area. The road, constructed shortly after the 

removal of the garrison to the mesa in 1893 by soldiers 

with machinery contributed by the city and county, had 

fallen into a state of disrepair through the increased 

use by civilian and military traffic. Despite general 

agreement on the necessity of renovation, city and county 

officials haggled with the army over responsibility for 

the matter. Goaded by the Herald, which chided local 

officials for clamoring for a larger military post while 

neglecting the present one, the city government agreed to 

repa~r the portion of the thoroughfare within the munici

pality and the county administration assumed the task of 

renov,ating the route between the city limits and the 

82 rbid., May 11, 1912, 7; June 10, 1912, 10; 
September 18, 1912, 3. 
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At that point the developers of Manhattan Heights 

began a campaign to reroute the road from Fort Bliss 

along a line adjoining their addition. Residents along 

the existing right-of-way objected, claiming that they 

had purchased their lots in the belief that they were 

locating along the permanent road to Fort Bliss. The 

Herald stormed that the owners of Manhattan Heights 

should build their own thoroughfare if they wished to make 

their property more marketable. In the end the county 

commissioners court determined to improve the existing 

road, to the gratification of residents of Government Hill 

addition, others near Fort Bliss, and the owners of the 

Country Club. 84 

The campaign to enlarge Fort Bliss reached new 

intensity with the first shots of the renewed Mexican 

Revolution in early 1912. The smoke had barely dissipated 

from the army mutiny at Juarez when an editor headlined an 

opinion, "Necessity For Enlarged Fort Bliss." The writer 

did not allege that the army failed to protect El Paso trorn 

the Mexican turmoil, but argued that an enlarged garrison 

would preclude the necessity of moving troops a great 

83El Paso Herald, January 26, 1912, 2; March 6, 
1912, 6; April 16, 1912, 6. 

84rbid., April 6, 1912, 6; El Paso Times, April 
28, 1912, 2. 
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distance to the Pass. "Is it not logical that calm 

business sense will quickly see the desirability of the 

better way?" asked the scribe. Nor did cries for protec

tion beyond that extended by the army arise from other 

quarters. This indicated that the coupling by community 

leaders of the enlargement issue with the Mexican Revo-

lution in 1912 stemmed from a desire to convince Washing-

ton of the necessity of a strong garrison at Fort Bliss, 

rather than a deep-seated concern that El Paso lay exposed 

to the depredations of the Mexican armies. 85 

Sentiments expressed by local newspapers, in fact, 

ranged from confidence to cockiness. Referring to the 

introduction of additional troops to the border in Febru-

ary, the Herald commented: "El Pasoans were rapidly 

getting so excited about things in general that they for

got to go home to meals. The troops will act as a seda

tive and they will be here to take part in the parades for 

the Cattlemen's Convention." The Times remarked, "There 

are sufficient American troops for immediate action in 

this section if the United States' Government decides to 

intervene in Mexico."
86 

The Chamber of Commerce, in the vanguard of the 

85El Paso Times, February 8, 1912, 6. 

86El Paso Herald, February 26, 1912, 6 (first 
quotation); El Paso Times, February 14, 1913, 2 (second 
quotation). 
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enlargement movement, quickly realized the advantage of 

fusing the Mexican Revolution with standard arguments to 

persuade Washington to augment Fort Bliss. In early Feb

ruary officials at a fund raising meeting insisted that 

should the present opportunity pass, "there may not be 

any incentive for immediate action, like the Mexican 

situation presents today." At mid-year when the enlarge-

ment bill appeared to flounder in the intricate maze of 

parliamentary procedure, J. A. Happer advised the business 

organization from his vantage point in Washington that if 

ever El Paso were to receive a regimental post it should 

press for one while the present situation in Mexico was 

87 prominent in the minds of members of Congress. 

The day that the garrison mutiny began at Juarez, 

the Chamber of Commerce voted to send a committee to the 

national capital to lobby for the expansion of Fort Bliss. 

Happer, retained as chairman of the enlargement committee, 

estimated the expense of maintaining two persons for two 

months in Washington at $5,000. The organization approved 

a motion to solicit financial support from large property 

owners near the fort and others who stood to profit from 

the augmentation of the base. Characteristic of the har

monious relationship between the business and political 

establishments, Mayor Kelly accompanied Happer and two 

87Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, February 7, 1912 
(quotqtion); El Paso Times, June 3, 1912, 2. 
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other local businessmen to Washington.88 

Events progressed rapidly the following month. 

On March 4 Representative Smith introduced legislation 

authorizing the Secretary of War to convert Fort Bliss 

into a ~egimental post with an appropriation of $500,000. 

"Owing to existing condition," conjectured a reporter, 

"there ought to be but little difficulty experienced in 

getting the measure into law." Days later Brigadier Gen

eral Ramsey D. Potts arrived from San Antonio to inspect 

a site for a mobilization station. At month's end the 

most formidable obstacle to the Smith bill appeared to be 

a Senate amendment, reputably not strongly supported. in 

the House, prohibiting the expansion of a military instal-

lation smaller than a regimental or brigade post. The 

Chamber also wondered if the economy-minded House, with 

the predominant Democrats looking to the Presidential 

election, -.;vould agree on as large an appropriation as 

would the Senate. The organization decided to return 

H W h
. 89 apper to as ~ngton. 

Rapper wired an optomistic report to the Chamber 

several weeks later. He stated that the enlargement bill" 

was slated for the Conference Committee, where it would 

88Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, February 1, 1912. 

89March 4, 1912,· Congressional Record, 62d Con
gress, 2d Session, Volume XLVIII, Part 3, 2807; El Paso 
Times, March 8, 1912, 6 (quotation); March 22, 1912, 12; 
Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, March 21, 1912. 
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likely remain for two or three weeks. Happer telegraphed 

that he had assurances from various Congressmen from 

Texas that the bill would pass. "Am endeavoring to get 

Department absolutely committed," he reported in the 

clipped jargon of Western Union, "which is very·difficult 

until bill becomes law." A news item publicizing themes

sage carried the observation: "The enlargement of the 

post would be a big factor ln the prosperity of El Paso." 90 

While receiving no additional information from 

Washington on the fate of the bill, the press noted some 

local opinions two weeks later. Army officers stationed 

at the Pass predicted that Fort Bliss would become one of 

the largest military posts in the nation. Several citi-

zens expressed opinion that the passage of the bill in 

the spring would spark a summer building spree at the 

reservation which would expend "millions of dollars" in 

El Paso during the year. Residents of the several housing 

additions adjacent the fort reportedly planned to ask the 

city, upon passage of the legislation, to issue improve

ment bonds for the construction of a broad paved bqulevard 
I 

. 91 
crossing the developments and encircling Fort Bliss. 

The early days of June proved to be the proverbial 

dark before the dawn. The House returned the enlargement 

90 rbid., May 2, 1912, 8. 

91 rbid., June 3, 1912, 2 (first quotation); June 
12, 1912, I (second quotation). 
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bill to the Senate with a further amendment, causing a 

civic booster to lament, "Unfortunately for El Paso the 

officers of the line are not in the saddle in Washing

ton." Happer still expressed confidence in the passage 

of the bill, though his tone revealed a sense of urgency. 

Nine days later Happer wired the Chamber of Commerce: 

"Army appropriation bill has passed the Senate .. . The 

War Department assures us a full regimental cavalry post 

permanently. Wants local real estate men to assist ln 

securing houses for officers of the cavalry regiment." 92 

A news report provided the significance of Hap-

per's sparse message. "It means," explained the writer, 

"that instead of having a battalion of 220 men and 17 

officers, Fort Bliss is to have about 2,000 men and 120 

officers--at least 60 more families than are now at the 

post." The monthly payroll he assessed at $56,000, while 

opining that the government would expend immediately 

$250,000 on construction. The army, according to a later 

release, had quietly received from local owners a strip 

of land 1,500 feet wide and one mile long, extending from 

the present quarters to the foot of the Franklin Moun-

93 
tains, on which to construct regimental quarters. 

9Zibid., June 3, 1912, 2 (first quotation); June 
12, 1912, r-TSecond quotation). 

93 rbid., June 12, 1912, 1 (quotation); June 13, 
1912, 1. 
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Although El Paso had pressed strongly the issue of 

national security to Washington in its campaign to expand 

its military establishment, laudatory comments from locals 

now focused on the expected economic gains to the Pass. 

"This is certainly El Paso's lucky year," exclaimed a 

prominent resident. "The Pearson factories, the inter-

urban road, and the big military post all come to us this 

year." The first, encompassing saw mills and a lumber 

plant, he predicted would bring a monthly payroll of 

$50,000 to the city; the second promised to increase trade 

and property values by twenty per cent; while the post 

enlargement signaled a supplementary payroll of $35,000 

each month. A reporter observed, "Everybody else in El 

Paso talked the same way yesterday. The merchants were 

especially jubiliant. 

An editorial likewise dwelled on the economic 

ramifications of the augmentation of the fort. "[It] will 

involve the expenditure of large sums of money, and it 

guarantees the permanency of Fort Bliss as a military 

post." The enlargement it regarded as adding "materially 

to the volume of El Paso's business in every line and the 

evolution of Fort Bliss from a second rate military post 

into one of the most important in the Southwest, second 

only to Fort Sam Houston. 
1195 

94 rbid., June 13, 1912, 1. 

95 rbid. , June 13, 1912, 6. 
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Rapper returned triumphantly from Washington sev

eral days later. He described an amendment in the 

enlargement bill which threatened to delay the beginning 

of construction at the fort until the following January, 

but assured El Pasoans that Bliss was now a regimental 

post. Rapper applauded a provision that disallowed the 

reduction of Fort Bliss to a garrison smaller than a 

regimental post unless abandoned altogether. He also 

praised the cooperation of the Department of War, which 

assigned the Second Cavalry, replacing the Fourth, to 

Fort Bliss before the passage of the bill, to overcome 

objections of some Congressmen to the expansion of smal-

ler installations. "There is considerable money now 

available which the Department can use putting in a 

sewer system and building roads for Fort Bliss," Rapper 

confided. 96 

El Paso received notice in October that the army 

had approved the establishment of a major supply depot at 

the Pass. Located on a spur track on the south side of 

the cith, the building, leased indefinitely by a local 

businessman to the army, boasted a frontage of 70 feet 

and a depth of 120 feet. Designed to provision area 

troops not in garrison at Fort Bliss with non-edibles, the 

depot promised to fan El Paso's economy. News reports 

96 rbid., June 17, 1912, 1, 10. 
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predicted that the military would store $50,000 of 

supplies at the warehouse and that the necessary clerical 

work.would entail the employment of numerous civilians. 

An editorial regarded the new addition to the military 

complex as "but another important development ln the 

growth and importance of this city as a military center." 

It prophesied, "The time will come when El Paso will be 

second to no other military center in the country." By 

November army and civilian personnel unloaded two rail 

cars daily from such distribution points as St. Louis, 

Philadelphia, Omaha, and Jeffersonville, Indiana. 97 

The much discussed issue of an expanded target 

range neared solution in October when Lieutenant Edmund 

Buchanan appeared before the directors of the Chamber of 

Commerce to request their aid in acquiring the necessary 

property for the Second Cavalry. Since a portion of the 

desired land in Dona Ana County, New Mexico, included 

public property designated for schools, government regula

tions prohibited the army from leasing the land in its 

own right. Accordingly, Buchanan asked of the Chamber 

that a reliable El Paso citizen lease the property and ln 

turn sub-lease it to the Department of War. Walter S. 

Clayton, president of the business organization, agreed 

to act as lessee, at a c6st of $32,46 per annum for 640 

97 rbid., October 10, 1912, l; October 11, 1912, 
6 (quotation); November 3, 1912, 14. 
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.acres, the government to reimburse the sum. 98 

At the close of 1912 El Paso had cause to cele-

brate its successes. Prolonged border duty by units 

from various parts of the nation had brought to the Pass 

peace and prosperity. Fort Bliss awaited Congressional 

funds to boost it to regimental strength. Chief of Staff 

General Leonard Wood held out promise for a brigade post 

if El Pasoans worked "intelligently and industriously" 

in cooperation with Congress and the Department of War. 

"We plan to keep a regiment of cavalry at Fort Bliss per

manently," disclosed Wood at a local banquet in his 

honor, "but we will need your assistance with your Con-

gressmen" in the voting of funds. Representative Smith, 

after a late year discussion with Secretary Stimson, 

attested that the Department of War strongly supported his 

bill to appropriate $500,000 for construction at Fort 

Bliss. An army officer at the fort predicted, "El Paso 

will soon be one of the 'mothers-in-law' of the army, 

along with San Francisco and San Antonio," in the number 

of officers expected to marry local girls, now that a 

large garrison stood at the Pass.
99 

A honeymoon of tranquil augmentation of Fort Bliss 

was not, however, the destiny of El Paso. The Mexican 

98Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, October· 11, 1912. 

99El Paso Times, September 4, 1912, 2 (second quo
tation); October 30, 1912, 6 (first quotation); December 
13, 1912, 7. 
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Revolution, which initially rescued the garrison at the 

Pass from obscurity, would again visit its vengeance on 

the borderlands in the coming months. Crafty Victoriano 

Huerta squeezed life and power from sad-eyed Madero and 

returned the Revolution to El Paso's southern flank. 



--

CHAPTER VI 

THE MEXICAN REVOLUTION AT THE PASS 

PART TWO 

Like the mercurial Rio Grande which delineated its 

northern extremity, the Mexican Revolution alternately 

trickled and surged across the landscape, at periodic 

intervals concealing and then proclaiming its presence. 

El Paso, from its vulnerable vantage point at the bend 

of the river, experienced both the low and high water 

marks of the epic drama to the south during the middle 

years of the Mexican Revolution. 

From mid-1912 until the end of the year the Pass 

had been relatively tranquil. While the border patrol 

busied itself enforcing neutrality proclamations, smug

gling rather than imminent attack constituted the major 

concern of American officials. El ·Pasoans settled into 

a pleasant routine of attending army concerts and sport

ing events and enjoying the largesse of the expanded mil

itary payroll, all the while under the protective gaze 

of several thousand armed soldiers. "El Paso knows the 

worst, and has experienced the worst, so far as the 

Mexican disturbances are concerned," stated an editor 

with more conviction than precognition. "El Paso has 

297 
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weathered the storms successfully and enters upon the new 

year with unprecedented confidence." 1 

Indeed, events appeared to be moving El Paso's 

way, as residents recurringly boasted. Having attained 

only recently the status of a regimental post, Fort Bliss 

seemed destined to become a brigade center at the dawn of 

1913. John A. Happer, an activist in the ongoing campaign 

of the Chamber of Commerce to enlarge the local garrison, 

told the press that Washington dignitaries and Congres

sional committees favored an appr9priation of $352,400 for 

new construction at the base. In the offering were ar-

rangements for eight troops of cavalry in place of the 

existing four; fifteen sets of officer's quarters; bar-

racks for bands; stables for a machinegun platoon; twelve 

sets of stables; a quartermaster storehouse; a large hos-

pital; a large hay shed; machinery for increasing the 

water supply; $20,000 for additional sewer improvements; 

and other items. Advising El Pasoans that they must 

continue an aggressive campaign until the passage of the 

appropriations bill, a journalist proclaimed, "Fort Bliss. 

is just as much an El Paso institution as it is an insti

tution of the United States, and the probabilities are that 

more real pride is felt in the fort and its gallant 

1El Paso Herald, January 11, 1913, 6. 
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defenders here than in Washington." 2 

The writer might have added that the city also 

took pride and pleasure in the sums spent by the garrison 

in the local economy. In mid-February the Twenty-Second 

Infantry Regiment, the Second and Thirteenth Cavalry 

Regiments, a battery of artillery, andacompany of the 

signal corps nestled at the pass. The paymaster at Fort 

Bliss dispensed over $50,000, virtually all of it enrich-

ing the merchants' coffers, to servicemen the previous 

month. 3 

Until the Mexican Revolution reoccupied the minds 

of El Pasoans in late February, the most lively centro-

versies at the Pass in early 1913 centered around the 

nature of the newly expanded garrison and its acceptance 

by the locals. Reports circulated of the impending arri

val of black soldiers from the Ninth Cavalry to replace 

the Twenty-Second Infantry, reviving painful memories of 

racial strife which had set the city against the fort on 

two occasions when the Twenty-Fifth Infantry occupied the 

post early 
. the century. General Edgar Z. Steever ef-ln 

fectively argued down the proposal and reassured appre

hensive El Pasoans, "Negro troops will not be stationed 

in El Paso." Several weeks later the president of the 

2El Paso Times, February 14, 1913, l; February 15, 
1913, 6 (quotation}. 

3 Ibid., February 14, 1913, 2; January 21, 1913, 12. 
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Chamber of Commerce told the organization that "new devel

opments ~n army circles" precluded the possibility of 

black troopers residing on the mesa.4 

The white denizens of the fort expressed dissatis

faction with their own image among townfolk. A local 

newspaper carried an item describing a scuffle on a near-

empty streetcar involving a soldier, a civilian, and a 

provost guard. The civilian alleged that he attempted 

to prevent the soldier from tickling two young girls when 

the guard intervened. Instead of placing the serviceman 

in custody, the guard supposedly threatened to arrest 

both men. A reporter recalled that recently he had wit-

nessed a similar incident of a soldier making advances to 

an unwilling young woman on the Fort Bliss line. An 

army sergeant promptly wrote the newspaper, criticizing 

the publication of the story as reflecting unfavorably 

on the entire garrison. "We have always been ·reported so 

favorably by the papers of El Paso," lamented the non-

commissioned officer, 11 that this misdemeanor was 'the 

blow that killed father. 1115 

The following month a soldier protested another 

article involving the military. The item stated that El 

4rbid., January 28, 1913, 1 (first quotation); 
Minutes of the El Paso Chamber of Commerce, El Paso, Texas, 
February 13, 1913 (second quotation) 

5El Paso Herald, January 23, 1913, 2; January 25, 
1913, 6 (quotation). 



Paso needed "a Paul Revere" to summon reinforcements to 

the border\in the event of further disturbances in 

Mexico. Over the signature "A Soldier," a serviceman 

flared, "Some people in your city seem to labor under 

the impression that all communications are shut off 

301 

from Fort Bliss at nine o'clock." Extolling the presence 

of a telephone operator on continuous duty at the post, 

he asserted: "There is no reason why people interested 1.n 

civilian ·life should knock the army and the men." The in

tensity of the exchanges indicated that a level of resent-

ment among the servicemen, which would sharply climb as 

their numbers increased at the Pass over the next several 

years, already had begun to mar relations between the 

civilian and military sectors. 6 

But the main topic of interest in El Paso in early 

1913 remained the imminent enlargement of Fort Bliss. On 

February 23, the press reported the first step in the con-

version of the fort into a regimental cavalry post with 

the scheduling of bids for the sinking of two water wells. 

The drilling of the wells to a depth of six hundred and 

forty feet and the deepening of existing ones to the same 

level, at a cost of several thousand dollars, was to pre

cede by approximately two weeks the beginning of construc-

7 
tion of permanent quarters at the base. 

6rbid., February 15, 1913, 2. 

7El Paso Times, February 23, 1913, 10. 
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The following day El Pasoans read of the assass~-

nasion of Mexican President Francisco Madero. The vision-

ary Madero, beset for most of his fourteen months in the 

presidency by both the political left and right, ulti

mately fell to those who wished to restore Porfirian Mex-

ico. Large landowners, army officers, the entrepreneurial 

class, and foreign interests, although not necessarily 

in collaboration, strongly resisted Madero's often bland 

efforts to modernize Mexico along twentieth-century lines. 

Madero's conunanding general, Victoriano Huerta, after 

brazenly demoralizing the citizenry of the national capi-

tal by cannonading the city in a pretended assault on the 

bastion of rebel Felix Diaz, ordered the arrest of Madero, 

the vice president, and several government and army offi-

cials on February 18. Three nights later Huerta's hench-

men assassinated the chief executive and vice president, 

even though they had resigned their offices.
8 

The citizens of both Mexico and the United States 

reacted sharply to Huerta's coup. In the former nation 

regional chieftains inunediately invoked the martyred 

mantle of Madero to pronounce against Huerta, whom they 

labled "Ursurper." Venustiano Carranza and Abram Gonzalez, 

8charles Curtis Cumberland, Mexican Revolution: 
The Constitutionalist Years (Austin, 1972), 4-11; Howard 
~Cline The United States and Mexico (Cambridge, 1965), 
126-128· 'naniel James Mexico and the Americans (New York, ' , ----
1963)' 158-161. 
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governors of the northern states of Coahuila and Chi-

huahua, respectively, repudiated the new regime and in 

late March Carranza issued the Plan of Guadalupe, calling 

for a return to Maderist constitutional government. In 

the northwestern state of Sonora Alvaro Obregon, destined 

to be the finest general of the Revolution, joined the 

banner of Carranza. Avowed agrarian reformers Francisco 

Villa, of Chihuahua, and Emiliano Zapata, of the southern 

state of Morelos, threw their support to the "Constitu-

tionalist" forces opposing Huerta. With the Mexican 

north aflame with revolutionary fervor, Juarez and Chi-

huahua City quickly stood virtually alone as huertista 

strongholds in the state of Chihuahua. separated from 

El Paso only by a river. 9 

President William Howard Taft wished to impress 

upon Mexico the necessity of protecting American lives 

and property without, however, appearing to intervene in 

the Mexican polLtical situation. During the tumultuous 

ten days that preceded Madero's overthrow, Taft dispatched 

four war ships to Mexican ports and placed two thousand 

marlnes at Guantanamo, Cuba, on alert. After Madero's 

arrest, Taft dispatched five thousand members of ·the Fifth 

Army Brigade and four transport ships·to Galveston, 

9cline United States and Mexico, 136-137; James, 
Mexico and the,Americans, 164; John Middagh, Frontier 
Newspap~ TheEl Paso Times (El Paso, 1958), 161. 
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Thus began the policy of non-recognition followed 

by two administrations at Washington toward the Huerta 

regime. Taft sought assurances from Huerta that he would 

work to resolve the Chamizal boundary controversy at El 

Paso, the problem of distributing the waters of the Colo-

rado River, and various claims of American citizens 

against the Mexican government. Huerta, not realizing 

that Taft's successor would drive yet a harder bargain, 

hesitated, desiring diplomatic recognition from the United 

States without committing himself. Woodrow Wilson, occu-

pying the White House only weeks after Huerta's coup, es-

calated the stakes through 1913 until the two nations con-

11 fronted the possibility of war the following year. 

News of the death of Madero highly agitated the 

Texas border. With Washington continuing to mass troops 

at Galveston, Governor 0. B. Colquitt considered calling 

out the Texas militia for service along the border. As 

troops from Fort Bliss received orders to join other units 

on the Gulf coast, the Chamber of Commerce urgently wired 

the Secretary of War and Senator Morris Sheppard in pro

test of further removals. The business organization asked 

10P. Edward Hale, Revolution and Intervention: 
The Diplomacy of Taft and Wilson withJMexico, 1910-1917 
(Cambridge, 1970), 69. 

11rbid., 72-73; Cline, United States and Mexico, 
133-134. 
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that the army provide El Paso with additional soldiers to 

reinforce the border. 12 

Evidences of the renewed Revolution reached the 

Pass in advance of assaults on Juarez. The Department of 

War issued orders to border patrols to arrest Mexican 

soldiers, whether in or out of uniform, who crossed the 

Rio Grande to the left bank. This action prompted the 

Herald to denounce "the blundering way that some American 

officials go about to upset in four seconds all the con-

structive work of years toward cementing international 

friendship." In April General Leonard A. Wood, army 

chief of staff, en route to Arizona, visited the deten-

tion camp at Fort Bliss. He spoke in Spanish with several 

federalist officers occupying only wooden barracks, who 

stated that they were receiving excellent treatment. Mex-

ican rebels, enjoying rather more freedom, celebrated 

their victory at Juarez later in the year by spending much 

of their 50,000 peso payroll in El Paso.
13 

Smuggling of arms and ammunition, a problem at El 

Paso since the beginning of the Mexican Revolution, inten

sified with the forming of the anti-Huerta coalition after 

the assassination of Madero. A decision of the United 

12El Paso Times, February 24, 1913, 1; February 27, 
1913, 1, 4; Minutes of Chamber of Commerce, February 27, 
1913. 

-
13El Paso Herald, March 17, 1913, 6 (quotation); 

El Paso Times, April 27, 1913, l; November 16, 1913, 1. 
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States Supreme Court in the spring of 1913 allowed Amer-

ican authorities to seize contraband which reasonably 

seemed destined for Mexico, even though not in transit 

across the border. On the basis of the judicial ruling 

General Tasker H. Bliss, commander of the Southern Depart-

ment, at San Antonio, gave the border patrol wider discre-

. . k. . d 14 tlon ln rna lng selzures an arrests. 

A Justice Department report near the end of the 

year, nevertheless, revealed the inherent difficulties 

of the United States in attempting to halt arms traffic 

across the international line and thereby described much 

of the activity in El Paso in the months after the renewal 

of hostilities. In the eight months following the over

throw of Madero over $500,000 in cartridges, rifles, and 

pistols reportedly passed from sources in El Paso into the 

hands of federals and rebels in Mexico. The Department of 

Justice estimated that within recent months up to 

15,000,000 rounds of ammunition and 20,000 weapons had en-

tered Mexico, most of it bound for Sonoran insurgents. 

Rifles sold at El Paso for between eighteen and twenty 

dollars, while cartridges brought thirty and forty dollars 

per thousand. Smugglers received a profit·of one cent 

per cartridge and one dollar per weapon, regardless of 

quantity. Washington estimated that federal agents were 

14El Paso Times, May 13, 1913, 3. 



able to confiscate only about one-tenth of the illicit 

trade. 15 
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While such illegal activity wept on, El Paso 

anxiously monitored events to the south. In July the 

Constitutionalists lay seige to Chihuahua City and, two 

days later, attacked Zaragosa, a few miles downriver from 

Juarez. The American army shuttled Troop M of the Thir

teenth Cavalry from Columbus, New Mexico, to tighten the 

patrol at the international bridges in El Paso. In an 

attempt to halt traffic in the danger zone a new federal 

regulation required American citizens to display pass-

ports upon reentering the United States from Mexico, a 

measure which hindered legitimate business activity. The 

following month Carranza advanced with eignt thousand men 

on Chihuahua City. 16 

The full fury of the Constitutionalist attack fell 

on Juarez late in the year. With the entire garrison at 

Fort Bliss positioning itself along the river, Villa's 

rebels captured Juarez in mid-November and installed a 

local government. Although repeatedly warned by the 

United States government to leave the Mexican city for 

their own safety, two unidentified American citizens, 

riddled with bullets, lay dead in the streets of Juarez 

15Ibid., November 8, 1913, 1. 

16Ibid., July 4, 1913, 1; July 6, 1913, 1; August 
28, 1913, 1. 



and another suffered death by gun shots near a gambling 

hall. 17 

El Paso displayed some evidences of the battle. 
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Mexican bullets smashed windows at a saloon, restaurant, 

department store, printing company, and hotel. Repor-

tedly, small projectiles lodged virtually in every sky

scraper, although, miraculously, they rendered little 

damage. As in earlier border battles, El Pasoans had 

boldly filled the streets at the first shots of the at

tack. The army ably pushed back persons exposing them-

selves to the line of fire, although in spite of such 

precautions a twelve-year-old boy received a bullet 

wound in his hand. 18 

Excitement mounted the following week. Amid re-

ports that the Department of War had yet another infantry 

regiment en route to the Pass, rumors circulated that 

Villa was abandoning Juarez to the federals. In truth, 

the government forces were mounting an attack. In pitched 

battles on successlve days, however, Villa's forces re-

pulsed the regulars, and on the third day, November 25, 

the villistas claimed total victory, capturing federals' 

trains and artillery. During the fighting Major Robert 

17 Ibid., November 15, 1913, 1; I. J. Bush, Gringo 
Doctor (Caldwell, Idaho, 1939), 236; Middagh, Frontier 
Newspaper, 165. 

18El Paso Times, November 16, 1913, 1. 



E. L. Michie, acting commander of the Second Cavalry, 

issued a warning to both sides: "Do not fire into El 
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Paso at your own peril." He assured El Pasoans that his 

troops would take "effective measures" to protect lives 

and property in the city. Although the Constitutionalists 

exercised control at Juarez at year's end, reports reached 

the Pass of "anarchy" at Chihuahua and "great alarm" in 

0 
0 • 19 Jlnaga. 

Mexican battles on and near the boundary prompted 

Washington to transport troops along the tortuous inter-

national boundary throughout 1913. The Second Cavalry, 

commanded by Colonel Frank West, formed the nucleus· of 

the forces at El Paso until replaced by the Fifteenth 

Cavalry, under Colonel Joseph Gerrard, in November. Gen-

eral Hugh L. ·Scott, commanding the Southern District, 

journeyed to the scene of action and issued orders from 

El Paso to military forces in West Texas, New Mexico, 

and Arizona. As headquarters of the border patrol, the 

city also supplied area troops from its recently estab

lished quartermaster depot. Thousands of soldiers served 

within a few hours' call of El Paso. 20 

Still, El Paso pressed Washington for more soldiers. 

19 rbid., November 23, 1913, 1; November 24, 1913, 
1; November 25, 1913, 1 (first quotation); December 15, 
1913, 1 (second quotation). 

20Richard K. McMaster, Musket, Saber, and Missile: 
A History of Fort Bliss (El Paso, 1962), 40; Er-Paso Times, 
August 24, 1913, A-12. 
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In April General Wood, on an inspection tour of the border, 

answered the inevitable plea with the comment, "I hope 

there will be more troops stationed at El Paso and even-

tually I think there will be. However, I do not know how 

soon it will be." As American soldiers streamed to the 

Pass in expectation of Villa's late-year assault on 

Juarez, an editorial gushed, "If the troopers who are com-

ing are as gentlemanly a lot as the bunch who are going, 

they will maintain the warm regard that lS universally 

experienced in El Paso for all the boys ln the military 

service." Several weeks later, with a reduction of 

forces in sight, another editorial complained, "More 

troops, not fewer, should be stationed at this point 

until conditions quiet down." At least one loud voice 

disagreed, however. A merchant in a Big Bend community 

charged that military authorities arbitrarily confiscated 

five boxes of ammunition from his store and defied a court 

order to return it: "We begged for the soldiers to come 

among us to protect us from the bandits, thieves, and 

robbers across the river. But so unjust and high handed 

have been some of their acts that we now pray . . . the 

f h ld . 1121 
White House to protect us rom t e so lers. 

Many El Pasoans remained equally excited about the 

21El Paso Times, April 27, 1913, 1 (first quota
tion); October 25, 1913, 6 (second quotation); El Paso 
Herald, August 2, 1913, 6 (fourth quotation); November 18, 
1913, 4 (third quotation). 
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construction, oft-delayed, of new structures at Fort Bliss 

to enlarge the base to regimental proportions. Newspapers 

repeatedly egged Washington to speed up the schedule. 

While the demands to the national government took the form 

of appeals to national security, the press openly intrigued 

El Pasoans with the projected monetary benefits. "As a 

business factor," stated a reporter, "Fort Bliss is of the 

greatest importance to this city." He estimated its worth 

to the local economy in salaries, supplies, and other ex-

penditures at $60,000 monthly with a garrison of somewhat 

over a thousand cavalrymen and artillerymen. The writer 

noted that the anticipated enlargement of the base to a 

garrison of from three to five thousand would have a salu-

brious effect on merchants' ledgers at the Pass. "Bus-

inessmen and the Chamber of Cormnerce," he wrote, "brought 

about the present increase in size which raised Fort Bliss 

from a battalion to a regimental post, and they will con-

tinue their efforts . 

22 
here." 

. until a brigade post is located 

An editorial the following week concurred in the 

economic evaluation of an augmented military presence. 

The conversion to a full regimental post, it predicted, 

would 1.nsure "an additional expenditure here of $500,000." 

22El Paso Herald, July 17, 1913, 4; El Paso Times, 

August 24, 1913, A-12. 
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Appraising the realization that construction was slated 

"to begin at once," the newspaper sounded a then familiar 

theme, "The importance of Fort Bliss as an army post is 

evidently becoming fully understood." With $100,000 

appropriated for the construction of forty additional 

buildings over the next several months, the importance 

of Fort Bliss was well understood at the Pass. 23 

Never inclined to rest when it could work, the 

business and political establishment of El Paso late in 

1913 sought a brigade cavalry camp of instruction for the 

coming summer. The Department of War considered placing 

camps at Winchester, Virginia, Leon Springs, Texas, and 

either Fort Bliss or Fort Huachuca, Arizona. The press 

did not overlook the prestige and profit expected to ac-

crue from the scheduling of maneuvers involving the mounted 

national guardsmen of the state. "If those who are inter-

ested in having the camp located here will only get busy 

with the War Department in the manner that has always 

been so characteristic of El Paso," admonished a civic 

booster, "there will be absolutely no doubt as to the 

24 result." 

San Antonio doubted the result. The San Antonio 

Express, quoting the above editorial, rebuked El Paso with 

23El Paso Times, August 24, 1913, A-12; October 1, 
1913, 4 (quotation). 

24rbid., November 20, 1913, 1; December 4, 1913, 
6 (quotation). 



313 

a reminder that Fort Sam Houston maintained a cavalry camp 

well suited for all manner of military operations. This 

produced a salty rejoinder from the West Texas editor: 

"It hardly seems fair . . that San Antonio, enjoying the 

military prestige it commands, should look with envious 

eyes upon the proposed cavalry camp . for Fort Bliss." 

Nor could he resist a parting shot: "And it will make a 

nice trip from San Antonio out here when the military 

maneuvers are in progress." 25 

The two garrison cities could agree, however, on 

the virtue of the construction of a military road paral-

leling the Mexican border. In November, 1913, Senator 

Sheppard introduced a resolution authorizing the expendi-

ture of $50,000 for the survey and cost estimates of a 

military route stretching from El Paso to the mouth of 

the Rio Grande. Sheppard cited the exigencies of defend-

ing the international boundary "against smugglers and 

other lawless classes" as a result of the disturbances in 

Mexico and the difficulty of American troops in reaching 

some sections of the border as justifications for his pro

posal.26 

The border press quickly grasped the strategic 

and economic potential of a frontier highway. The Alpine 

25 Ibid., December 30, 1913, 4. 

26November 25, 1913, Congressional Record, 63d 
Congress, 1st Session, Volume L, Part 6, 6012. 
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Guide cited its value in the measure of protection the 

road would offer the Big Bend community and the access of 
~ 

private capital to the area. The San Antonio Express 

pressed for passage of the legislation. Th~ El Paso 

press considered the proposed road "the next best thing 

to a line of railroad down the Rio Grande . . . an enter-

prise which will also materialize some day." A subsequent 

editorial omitted mention of military considerations, 

praising the project from an economic standpoint: II 

it would open up to travel a great section of the country, 

bring hundreds of tourists into this city and give us 

quick and easy communication all along the border to . 

Brownsville." By January of 1914 a civilian group at San 

Antonio prepared to log the road past that point to 

Brownsville, while a delegation from El Paso and other 

areas made ready to survey the route from the tip of West 

27 
Texas to Eagle Pass. 

Everything considered, the year 1913 went well for 

El Paso. The border remained unstable and federals and 

insurgents again clashed at Juarez. However, the physical 

damage to El Paso from the battles at its back door 

amounted to very little. Increased military spending off

set the disruption of commerce from the Pass southvJard. 

By year's end new structures dotted the landscape at Fort 

27 El Paso Times, December 8, 1913, 6 (quotation); 
January 7, 1914, 6. 
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Bliss, the outward signs of permanent military protection 

and assurances of the transfusion of thousands of dollars 

into the local economy with each passing day. 28 

Still, not all portended well. The tensions of 

the Mexican Revolution, combined with El Paso's geographi

cal setting and large Mexican population, produced a 

strain on racial relations within the city. El Pasoans 

of Mexican descent often identified strongly with one 

or another faction below the border and deeply resented 

widely-circulated reports of imminent American interven-

tion. The international question of ownership of the 

Chamizal attracted lively interest on El Paso's south 

side when raised by revolutionaries as early as 1912. 

Clashes between American soldiers and Mexican smugglers 

inevitably influenced racial concepts. Near the end of 

1913 unidentified persons broke the neck of an American 

private and threw his body from a viaduct to the railroad 

tracks below, an inexplicable, but possibly racial, act 

f . 1 29 o v~o ence. 

El Paso saw a great number of Mexican federals in 

1914, a development which compounded racial strife, espec

ially following the establishment of a detention camp at 

Fort Bliss at the beginning of the year. With Villa's 

28rbid., October 1, 1913, 4. 

29rbid., March 19, 1912, 2; November 28, 1913, 12. 
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capture of Ojinaga in early January, thousands of huer

tista soldiers and families poured across the river to 

Presidio, Texas. They presented themselves virtually as 

prisoners of war to Major M. M. McNamee, commander of 

American forces at the border point, who entrained them 

to El Paso to lodge in the local garrison until the end 

of the war or further disposition by the government of the 

United States. 30 

General Scott moved to allay the feeling of unease 

experienced by many El Pasoans over the presence of a 

large and potentially volatile force within the community. 

The military commander assured the inquisitive city coun-

cil that there was no prospect of spread of disease from 

the refugee camp or intention by the army to set them 

loose in the city without due notice. Depicting their 

internment as "a matter of humanity," Scott promised that 

the refugees would receive physical examinations and vac-

cinations. He stated that he had asked Washington for 

funds to fence and electrically illuminate the detention 

camp, to be situated alo~g the Rock Island tracks, near 

31 the artillery encampment. 

30 rbid., January 13, 1914, 1; Bush, Gringo Doctor, 
237; Middagh, Frontier Newspaper, 167; Owen White, Out of 
the Desert: The Historical Romance of El Paso (El Paso, 
1923), 256; "-. -. . probably [the] greatest effect [of the 
Revolution] was a rising hatred, disgust and half-submerged 
anger between Mexicans and Americans," Mardee deWetter, 
"Revolutionary El Paso, 1910-1917," unpublished Master's 
thesis, Texas Western College, El Paso, 1946, 159. 

31El Paso Times, January 16, 1914, 1. 
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Scott displayed to his sagacious audience the 

monetary rewards of the situation. He estimated that the 

4,500 charges would consume on a daily basis up to $1,500 

in supplies purchased from local merchants. The general 

noted that many of the officers and servicemen possessed 

money, and he stated that Huerta probably would pay the 

ld . 32 so lers. 

Businessmen were cheered by the announcement that 

the Mexican consul had instructions to distribute among 

the soldiers approximately $5,000 in American currency 

each day. Additionally, the government of the United 

States, anticipating subsequent remuneration from the 

Mexican government, began spending roughly $1,100 per 

day to feed the refugees. Merchants, discovering that 

war was not all hell, were still banking the profits from 

the sale of $50,000 worth of food and coal to Constitu-

tionalist agents in preparation for a campaign against 

federals in central and southern Mexico.
33 

Nevertheless, the camp remained a source of con-

tention throughout its four months' existence at the Pass. 

The greater community frequently expressed misgivings. 

Supporters of the Constitutionalists feared the escape of 

the imprisoned federals and their return to battle. The 

32 Ibid. 

33 rbid., January 15, 1914, 4; January 23, 1914, 3. 
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morally concerned felt disturbed that the camp followers 

could enter and leave at will. Others remained apprehen

sive that the American army might have to choose between 

guarding the prisoners and protecting the border in an 

emergency. The prospect of the eventual release by Wash

ington of thousands of persons without means of support 

haunt.ed many. Discovery of smallpox in the encampment and 

the exhaustion of vaccine needles threw fear into El 

Pasoans, as the army clamped a tight quarantine on the 

camp in late January. 34 

And the refugees continued coming. In late Jan-

uary ninety wounded and federal and insurgent soldiers 

were transferred from the Red Cross .Hospital at Presidio 

to the prison hospital at Fort Bliss. The injured rebels 

constituted the first of the Constitutionalist forces in-

carcerated at El Paso, and their presence necessitated a 

separate division within the camp in order to isolate them 

-"' 

from the huertistas. Several days later General Jose Ynez 

Salazar, commander of the federal volunteer forces, ar-

rived at the Pass as a military prisoner, accompanied by 

thirty-three underlings. Because of the importance of 

Salazar, General Scott recommended that the army transfer 

. h. f k . 35 
him to a post in the interior to lnsure lS sa e eeplng. 

34rbid., January 18, 1914, 7; January 26, 1914, 
12; March 18, 1914, 4; El Paso Herald, April 27, 1914, 4. 

35E1 Paso Times, January 29, 1914, 8; February 5, 
1914, 2. 
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Although neither major newspaper editorially op

posed the establishment of the refugee camp, and the 

Times on several occasions acclaimed it on humanitarian 

grounds, a female reporter scathingly attacked local wo

men who contributed clothing to the interned mothers and 

children. Declaring that "a great many people are wasting 

sympathy on the refugee," she observed that the Mexicans 

received aid from both the governments of Mexico and the 

United States. The writer asserted that the Mexican gov

ernment did not approve of the private charity and that 

the gifts deprived El Paso's own poor of necessities. 

At that point the reporter's chiding of her fellow citi-

zens' naivete took a more ominous turn, baring flashes 

of bitterness against the Mexican nation. "American women 

have come out of Mexico," she stated, "driven out with 

only their clothes on their backs." "It is characteristic 

of the peon," the writer exclaimed, "to cry and sob out 

their imaginary sorrows to an American," a statement with 

strong racial content. "We did not bring these people to 

Fort Bliss," she concluded, demanding that Mexico "provide 

for her own." The stinging rebuke went unanswered in the 

letters-to-the-editor column, attesting to at least a 

measure of silent agreement among the populace. 
36 

Both sides in the Mexican fracas denounced the 

36rbid., February 4, 1914, 12. 
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refugee camp. Immediately after the establishment of the 

center, agents of the Constitutionalist faction complained 

to Washington that the American army failed adequately to 

guard the federal prisoners. In March the Mexican govern

ment formally protested to the United States that the 

latter unjustly detained the refugees since the two coun-

tries were at peace. Local attorneys, representing the 

huertista administration, filed habeas corpus proceedings 

in the federal court at El Paso to obtain the release of 

the approximately five thousand Mexican officers and sol

diers at Fort Bliss. 37 

Washington and El Paso insisted on the continued 

incarceration of the refugees. The government of the 

United States argued that the Hague Conference recognized 

the right of neutral nations to intern military refugees 

in wartime. Although spending $3,000 daily to provision 

the campJ Washington, spurred by El Pasoans, refused to 

loose thousands of indigents on El Paso. General Scott, 

who had extolled their presence earlier, described the 

prisoners in March as "paupers" and a potential "serious 

menace to the community." While assuring the public that 

he would notify the immigration authorities prior to re

leasing the incarcerated, Scott warned: "I would have no 

control over them after they left the Fort Bliss 

37 rbid., January 18, 1914, 7; March 4, 1914, 2. 
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reservat~on. 

Days later the exposure of a nearly successful 

escape plot at the refugee camp added more fuel to the 

fire of controversy. An unidentified Mexican woman re-
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vealed to General Scott a daring plan of federals to es

cape through an earth tunnel of one hundred feet in 

length, which they had been digging in relay teams for 

more than a month. They planned then to uncover a large 

cache of rifles and ammunition hidden across the river and 

attack Juarez. Reportedly, all the interned federals 

knew of the plot and two prisoners had met death at the 

hands of the others when they threatened to inform Ameri-

can authorities. Huertista sympathizers, according to 

the woman, planned to supply conveyances for the escape 

of the prisoners, which was scheduled to take place within 

the next several nights. The informant stated that the 

federals employed picks and shovels, assigned by the Amer-

ican army for the purpose of grooming the grounds, to ex

cavate the tunne1. 39 

With relations between the United States and Mex-

ico in a condition of rapid deterioration, the Department 

of War, unable now to assure El Pasoans that the refugee 

camp presented no menace to their safety, opted to relocate 

38 rbid., March 4, 1914, 2; March 18, 1914, 
Paso Herald, March 12, 1914, 4 (quotation) 

39El Paso Times, March 15, 1914, 1. 

4· El , 
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the prison at Fort Wingate, New Mexico. In May two bat-

talions of the Twentieth Infantry accompanied 4, 900 

prisoners from Fort Bliss, with a heavy guard scrutin

izing federal leaders Salazar, Maximo Sastillo, and Jesus 
~ 

San Martin as a precaution against demonstrations for or 

against them. The Herald lauded the transfer of inmates 

as balm to El Paso's "peace of mind." 40 

Meanwhile, President Hilson's cold war against 

Huerta, soon·to flare into a military confrontation, 

weighed heavily on nerves at the Pass. For several months 

after his inauguration, Wilson had pressured Huerta to 

hold free elections in which the latter would not be a 

candidate. Frustrated at the Mexican's delaying tactics, 

Wilson committed his administration to non-recognition of 

the Huerta regime and shut off arms shipments to any fac-

tion in Mexico in late August. The American President 

pressed European governments to terminate aid and recog-

nition of Huerta and in his famous Mobile Address, of 

October, 1913, again denounced the Mexican government 

while foreswearing annexationist designs on that nation. 

By year's end the border expressed much anxiety as to 

where the diplomatic impasse between Washington and Mex

ico city would lead. With the dawn of the new year Wilson 

winked at arms traffic entering Constitutionalist areas 

40 Ibid., May 4, 1914, 9; El Paso Herald, April 27, 
1914, 4 (quotation). 



323 
d b 41 an on Fe ruary 3 revoked the munitions ban altogether. 

The removal of the prohibition on weapons and am

munition sales to Mexico produced an instantaneous effect 

at El Paso, where the United States' army, with mixed re

sults, had wrestled with the problem of smuggling for 

years. The Constitutionalists and the local export bus

inesses were the big winners. The firm of Krakauer, Zork, 

and Moye, the first named member at that time the presi-

dent of the Chamber of Commerce, filled the first order 

under the new regulations. The house shipped 25,000 

thirty and forty caliber cartridges and 95 rifles to in-

surgent forces. With three million rounds of ammunition 

en route to Villa's army ln Juarez, the Constitutionalists 

emptied the shelves of every arms shop in El Paso in a 

matter of hours. Villa anxiously waited several months 

before a federal court ordered General Scott to release 

to him arms and ammunition earlier confiscated from smug

glers by the American army and stored at Fort Bliss. 42 

Wilson's change of policy altered the role of the 

United States' army in patrolling the international bound-

ary. With arms smuggling temporarily removed as a concern, 

41cline United States and M~xico, 146-150; James , --
Morton Callahan, American Foreign Policy in Hexican Rela-
tions (New York 1967), 544, 554; Haley, Revolution and In
tervention 125· James Mexico and the Americans, 1~16b. ------' , , -- --.. 

42El Paso Times, February 5, 1914, 5; April 17, 
1914, 2. 
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the major function of the soldiers was limited to pre

venting raiders or marauders from crossing the river to 

commit depredations. The President's edict also brought 

instant unemployment to hundreds of Mexicans, including 

women and children, who formerly dealt in the illicit 

ff . 43 arms tra ~c. 

Events of the following several days indicated, 

however, the necessity of vigilance on the part of the 

border patrol. At nearby Ysleta the army discovered four 

hundred horses and a great quantity of bridles, blankets, 

and other equestrian equipment gathered for the use of 

~ 44 former federal soldiers who planned an attack on Juarez. 

While Villa thanked the American military for con-

fiscation of his enemies' supplies, federal sympathizers 

evidently sought revenge. Unidentified persons poisoned 

the water on the ranches near Ysleta, where American cav-

alrymen encamped, producing death in a number of army 

horses. Subsequently, a cavalry private died from a head 

blow delivered by a sharp instrument, his body being found 

under a railroad bridge. The murder was, in the minds of 

most El Pasoans, clearly connected to the desire for re

venge. Grim faced spectators lined the city streets to 

watch soldiers transport his flag-draped coffin from the 

43 rbid., February 5, 1914, 5. 

44 rbid., February 12, 1914, 1. 



chapel to Union Station two days later.45 

At Washington Wilson's "watchful waiting" ploy 

rapidly approached direct intervention. Determined to 
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unseat Huerta, who stubbornly clung to power and appeared 

strengthening his position, Wilson seized on the brief 

arrest of American sailors at Tampico in early April and 

parlayed the matter into an international incident. 

Strongly backing the stance of Admiral Henry T. Mayo, 

Wilson demanded of Huerta an apology, punishment of the 

officer responsible for the arrests, and a salute to the 

American flag. On April 20 the President won approval from 

the House of Representatives, although the Senate delayed, 

to employ the armed forces to press his demands on Huerta. 

The assault on Veracruz occurred the following day. 46 

The American invasion of Veracruz scarcely caught 

El Paso by surprise. For days residents had followed the 

ominous news stories. Two days before the attack an edi-

torial noted that one fourth of the nation's 86,500 army 

officers and men occupied posts in Texas. Of that number 

Gulf ports Texas City and Galveston housed 18,000, the 

remainder of the state only 5,500. So depleted by troop 

shipments was Fort Sam Houston that the headquarters of 

45 rbid., February 14, 1914, 2; April 12, 1914, 1; 
April 14, 1914, 2. 

46cline, United States 
E. Quirk, An Affair of Honor: 
pation of veracruz (Lexington, 
and the Americans, 167-169; El 
o.--

and Mexico, 155-160; Robert 
WOOdrow Wilson and the Occu-
1962), 73-77; James~exico 
Paso Times, April 19, 1914, 
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the Southern Department counted only 600 souls. Hours 

before the invasion, the El Paso press predicted imminent 

American assaults on Tampico and Veracruz. 47 

Nevertheless, El Paso's proximity to the border 

and its substantial Mexican population added an element of 

suspense at the Pass. Unable to predict the reaction of 

Mexicans on both sides of the border to American armed 

intervention, the army massed troops on El Paso's south 

side, "Chihuahuita." Mayor Charles Kelly, Sheriff Peyton 

Edwards, and Colonel C. A. P. Hatfield, commanding the 

Second Cavalry Brigade, huddled at city hall to discuss 

measures to protect El Paso. Hatfield denied passes to 

soldiers at the fort, who placed their saddles and other 

equipment in the stables beside their mounts. However, 

outlying communities did not ask additional military 

protection, and El Paso passed the night before the inva-

sion without incident. Juarez also remained tense but 

'1 48 s~ ent. 

Following news of the invasion over six hundred ~ 

Hexican-American citizens of El Paso hastened to pledge 

their cooperation to city officials, a move which brought 

a certain sigh of relief. Representatives of the organi

zation "Spanish-Americans of El Paso" met in the county 

47El Paso Times, April 21, 1914, 1. 

48 rbid. 



courthouse virtually before the cannonading at Veracruz 

ceased, to offer their services to local officials to 

assist in preserving the peace. 49 

The absence of recriminations at the border 
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heartened military and civilian leaders. The army found 

it unnecessary to reinforce the border patrol immediately 

or to dispatch detachments to the international bridges. 

A municipal officer stated, "This city is amply protected 

by the United States' army, the state militia, the sher

iff's department and the police force, and all this talk 

about sending the women and children away should be 

so stopped at once." 

Nevertheless, the historic clash on the Mexican 

Gulf coast inescapably worked its will on events at the 

Pass. Venustiano Carranza, the Constitutionalist coali-

tion leader whom Wilson desired to replace Huerta, called 

for immediate American evacuation of Veracruz. Wilson, 

now hopelessly enmeshed in Mexican politics, again stopped 

arms shipments into Mexico. Although Villa assured Ameri

cans resident in Mexico that his forces would not molest 

them if they remained neutral, wild rumors of a Mexican 

invasion of the United States spread to El Paso. Distant 

American newspapers actually reported that El Paso lay 

49 rbid., April 23, 1914, 1, 9, 11. 

50 rbid., April 23, 1914, 11. 
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under seige. The city felt its closest brush with danger 

since. the beginning of the Mexican Revolution: fewer 

travellers ventured in and a multitude of women and chil-

dren exited at the advice of hard-eyed husbands and 

fathers. 51 

The city promptly filled with military. The press 

bolstered the confidence of anxious readers by promising 

the arrival of thousands of troops, comprising three 

branches of the service, within days. The commander of 

the Quartermaster Depot handsomely increased orders for 

provisions, cheering merchants with the assurance that the 

army would fill virtually every requisition locally. By 

late April El Paso boasted a complete army division, with 

military officials contemplating the establishment of a 

division headquarters at the Pass. The recent arrival of 

the Sixth and Sixteenth Infantry Regiments of the Eighth 

Infantry Brigade, from San Francisco, together with cav-

alry, artillery, and signal corps, strained the resources 

of Fort Bliss. To make them more easily accessible to the 

city in event of emergency, the army located two regiments 

in the downtown area. A force of nearly 5,000 occupied 

the Pass as the dramatic month faded into history, and that 

number swelled to over 7,000 in the El Paso area by the 

James, 
Honor, 

Slibid., April 23, 1914, 
Mexico and the Americans, ----116. 

1; April 24, 1914, 1, 2; 
169; Quirk, Affair of 
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first of May. 
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El Paso rode easily under the weight of the mili

tary garrison. May appeared a much brighter month than 

its immediate predecessors: the feared Mexican reaction 

failed to occur; the city's own Mexican population had not 

wavered in its loyalty; and the multiplication of troops 

brought security, color, and increased profit margins. 

Representatives of Wilson and Huerta agreed to talk out 

their differences in remote Canada. The announced policy 

of city administrators during the recent crisis "to deal 

with American and Mexican, with citizen and with alien, 

just alike" kept racial tensions to a minimum. An edi-

torial praised "the good citizens of El Paso and Ciudad 

Juarez" for remaining calm "during all the excitement and 

tension. And the Mexican population of El Paso has felt 

much safer than it would feel if compelled to cross over 

d b . d . M . "53 an a ~ e ~n ex~co. 

A news writer lauded the financial blessings of 

the newly-expanded garrison. "Few people realize the big 

sum of money that is spent by the officers and privates 

each month with the businessmen of this city," began the 

journalist on a somewhat doubtful premise in light of the 

52El Paso Times, April 26, 1914, l; April 27, 1914, 
3; April 28, 1914, 1; April 29, 1914, 3; May 1, 1914, 12. 

53cumberland, Mexican Revolution, 142; El Paso 
Times, April 22, 1914, 11 (first quotation); April 29, 
1914, 6 (second quotation). 



330 

ongoing campaign by civic leaders to fill Fort Bliss to 

overflowing. He estimated the monthly army payroll at 

more than $250,000 for as long as the force remained at 

present strength. With the recent arrivals the military 

now distributed among its personnel more money each month 

than any manufacturing enterprise at the Pass. "In fact," 

emphasized the writer, "it is nearly t-v1ice as large as 

any industrial plant and as large as a dozen ordinary 

concerns." Practically all of the pay poured into the 

local economy, a point long observed in camp towns, and 

the quarter-million dollars did not include military 

expenditures for food, clothing, and equipment. The 

sunny account concluded with the observation that the 

regiments carried comparatively few "rookies," who might 

disturb the serenity of the counting houses, the majority 

of the troops being reenlisted long-termers. 54 

In the shuffle Fort Bliss gained General John J. 

Pershing, hero of the Philippine campaigns, who replaced 

Colonel Hatfield as the first general officer to command 

a regular garrison at the post. The press rendered him 

the customary warm reception, one journal labeling him 

"a fighting man" and "a gentleman." The Chamber of Com

merce had just given General Scott a rousing sendoff to 

Washington in his new capacity as Assistant Chief of Staff, 

54El Paso Times, May 1, 1914, 12. 
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feting him in the ballroom of the Paso del Norte. 55 

Pershing, destined to be one of El Paso's favorite 

guests, immediately blended with the community leadership. 

He accepted the request of Mayor Kelly to impress the 

citizenry with the largest military display ever witnessed 

at the Pass. To calm any lingering fears of El Pasoans 

that they were insufficiently protected, the city pro

claimed the following Friday as "Army Day," featuring a 

military parade followed by a monster barbecue, to which 

local businesses donated edibles. Schools and city offi-

ces closed, the railroads offered excursion rates to the 

city, and political dignitaries from both sides of the 

river attended. General Pershing dazzled the crowds by 

displaying nine troops of the Thirteenth Cavalry, seven 

troops of the Fifteenth Cavalry, four troops of the 

Twelfth Cavalry, the full complement of the Sixth, Six

teenth, and Twentiety Infantry Regiments, Battery B of 

the Third Field Artillery, Batteries A, B, and C of the 

d . 1. b d 56 Sixth Field Artillery, an seven m~ ~tary an s. 

The mayor's proclamation, May 8, extolled the long 

and friendly relationship of the town and the fort: 

The people of El Paso have at all times 
maintained the most pleasant relations with 
that portion of the Army of the United States, 

55McMaster Husket, Saber, and Hissile, 40; El 
Paso Times, April 6, 1914, 1; April~, 1914, 6. 

56El Paso Times, May 2, 1914, 2; May 5, 1914, 2; 
May 9, 1914, 1. 



both the officers and the enlisted men 
stationed at Fort Bliss. At this time' 
it is especially honored by the presence 
of distinguished officers commanding the 
gallant troops at Fort Bliss.SI 

An editor concurred: 

of them as our own." 58 

" . . we regard everyone 
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Although the tensions of April had subsided sub

stantially by May, distant rumblings of the Mexican Rev

olution again drifted to the p,ass. Two days after the 

military display at El Paso, the First Squadron of the 

Twelfth Cavalry moved to Brownsville, in anticipation of 

transferal to Veracruz. Ominously, the following month 

General Franklin J. Bell, commanding the Second Division, 

headquartered at Texas City, ordered all his officers 

below the rank of lieutenant colonel to learn the Spanish 

59 language at once. 

Leaders of the Mexican Revolution came to the Pass 

in search of peace in the summer of 1914. Wilson's 

stranglehold on the Veracruz customs house and Obregon's 

advancing armies combined to dislodge Huerta from the 

presidency on July 14, the Constitutionalists acquiring 

the capital on August 20. But peace hinged on the now 

strained relationship of Carranza and Villa. In a vain 

57 rbid., May 8, 1914, 6. 

58 Ibid. 

59 rbid., May 10, 1914, 1; June 26, 1914, 5. 
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quest to end the turmoil which had racked Mexico for 

almost four years, Obregon and Villa journeyed to Nogales, 

Sonora, to consult with the governor of the northwestern 

state. In the north the two generals signed several ac

cords, which did nothing to prevent an open break between 

60 the forces of Carranza and Villa before year's end. 

While en route to the Arizona border, Obregon 

and Villa stopped over at El Paso, where they were greeted 

by Pershing, an event which placed the city on front pages 

of newspapers across the world. Thousands of El Pasoans 

lined the streets, some shouting "Viva Villa," while the 

Mexican generals were chauffered to receptions at the 

country club, the home of General Pershing, and Fort 

Bliss. A later encounter between Pershing and Villa, ~n 

1916, would be of a much less amiable nature. 61 

The scheduling of a military tournament at El Paso 

in the autumn of 1914 reflected the eagerness of the city 

and the army to display continually the formidable mili

tary presence in the area. A joint meeting of the Chamber 

of Commerce and army dignitaries, headed by Pershing, set 

for early October a spectacle which featured competitive 

athletic events, maneuvers, parades, and band concerts. 

60cline United States and Mexico, 162; James, , --
Mexico and the Americans, 173; Cumberland, Mexican Revo-
lution,-r52-155; Middagh, Frontier Newspaper, 172. 

61El Paso Times, August 27, 1914, 1. 
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The Chamber funded $1,500 to defray incidental expenses and 

award cash prizes in the competitions. Billed as the only 

fall attraction of the city, the promoters promised the 

largest gathering of United States' troops ever witnessed 

in El Paso. Railroads arranged special excursions for the 

three-day event, school children were special guests at 

one afternoon performance, and El Paso society filled the 

box seats. With five thousand El Pasoans attending the 

first day of the tournament, the press devoted the entire 

front page to the spectacle. 62 

The enlarged military ranks produced other delights 

for the citizenry after the taut days of April. The army 

offered Sunday concerts in downtown locations during the 

surnrr1er months, with bands of the Sixteenth Infantry, Twen-

tieth Infantry, and Fifteenth Cavalry rendering marches on 

the Fourth of July. An editorial hailed the large crowds 

regularly in attendance at both the fort and city parks' 

concerts. The more pugnacious thrilled to frequent boxing 

shows at the post. Anticipating an exceptional turnout 

the army placed additional seats ln the hall when soldiers 

sparred for the ~hampionship of the border patrol. Com

pany L of the Twentieth Infantry took an early season lead 

in the city baseball league, only to lose out to the Rio 

62 Ibid., September 10, 1914, 3; October 8, 1914, 
l; October 9, 1914, 1. 
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Grande Bank and the Gas Company.63 

The increased garrison evidently produced little 

or no increase in the customary amount of friction between 

civilians and soldiers in an army town. The letters-to

the-editor column of the Herald, a traditional sounding 

board for complaints between the citizenry and the mili

tary, remained sweetly silent throughout the year, re

flecting a new appreciation of the army by the community. 

The plain-spoken Herald editorially complimented the ser-

vicemen for "chivalry," especially in surrendering seats 

to ladies aboard the Fort Bliss streetcar line. "Little 

acts of thoughtfulness and kindness," commented the news-

paper, "do much -to disabuse the old conception of a sol-

d . 1164 1er. 

The army reciprocated. "I have been a provost 

marshal a number of times before," stated a lieutenant 

in the Sixteenth Infantry, "but I have never been in a 

post city where the people were as friendly to the sol

diers as they are in El Paso." The Army and Navy News 

submitted, "Those selected to uphold the honor and pride 

of Uncle Sam may now consider themselves fortunate if 

assigned to the new Fort Bliss." The organ extolled 

63 rbid., May 10, 1914, 5; June 21, 1914, 3, 11; 
July 23, 1914, 4; October 19, 1914, 7; El Paso Herald, 
July 27, 1914, 4. 

64El Paso Herald, August 18, 1914, 4. 



"the most superb climate," as well as "outings in the 

mountains," and "the historic Rio Grande." 65 
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Obviously, border duty was scarcely a romp along 

the historic Rio Grande. Military and treasury officials 

experienced disgust at a summer ruling from Washington 

that American forces could continue seizing arms and amrnu--

nition crossing into Mexico, but were powerless to arrest 

or detain the persons violating the neutrality edict. In

fantrymen encamped on the south side of the city com

plained bitterly of unsanitary conditions in the Mexican 

sector, particularly the practice of residents who threw 

refuse into the streets. General Pershing, describing 

conditions as menacing the soldiers' health, appealed to 

Mayor Kelly to empower the army to require the civilians 

to maintain the area in a sanitary state. As a step in 

that direction, the city council ordered the demolition of 

more than one hundred adobe huts in Chihuahuita, some two-

room hovels housing as many as twelve families, because of 

. d" . 66 
unsan~tary con ~tlons. 

Scattered incidents of anti-social actions commit-

ted by servicemen marred the generally favorable relation

ship between civilians and soldiers. Several warranted 

6Slbid., May 25, 1914, .4 (first quotation); E1 
Paso Times, July 3, 1914, 18 (second quotation). 

66E1 Paso Times, May 23, 1914, 12; July 11, 1914, 
1; September 4, 1914, 3. 
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more concern than customary assaults and robberies, and 

they endangered race relations. Two soldiers badly beat 

a policeman of Mexican descent for no cause other than 

the officer having warned two women not to enter a tavern. 

One of the assailants, a sergeant, escaped to his infantry 

camp and refused to leave with police until ordered to do 

so by his commanding officer. On another occasion a sol-

dier fired his rifle repeatedly into a saloon window, 

wounding two Mexicans with whom he had been drinking and 

. 1 67 argulng prevlous y. 

But these matters did not long detain most El 

Pasoans. The army protected their families and fattened 

many of their wallets. Furthermore, the massive construe-

tion program on the mesa appeared to guarantee the contin

uation of both circumstances indefinitely. "The enlarge-

ment of Fort Bliss is about the biggest thing that has 

happened to El Paso in a long time," said a resident at 

the beginning of 1914. Citing the fact that the army 

purchased virtually all of the building materials locally 

and relied upon local labor, he observed, "It is meaning 

the circulation of a large amount of money locally right 

now. The increased number of troops at the fort will also 

mean a larger amount of money in circulation in El Paso." 68 

67 rbid., September 17, 1914, 7; November 7, 1914, 
5. 

68El Paso Herald, February 3, 1914, 4. 
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A news report at mid-year confirmed the optimism. 

Under construction were nineteen captains' quarters, nine 

brick barracks to accomodate one company each, six lieu

tenants' quarters, four double mess halls accomodatihg one 

company each, one single mess hall for a half-company, and 

nine stables designed to hold eighty horses each. The 

largest construction project of the year at El Paso con-

stituted an expenditure of between $350,000 and $400,000. 

With a total of forty-eight buildings to be erected, a 

work force of as high as one hundred men had completed 

only about half the work in the previous six months. When 

finished, the expansion virtually would double the former 

capacity of Fort Bliss and convert it to a tourist attrac-

tion worth thousands of dollars annually to the city, ac-

cording to predictions. The most extensive construction 

ever undertaken at the Pass, it was under the direction of 

the local firm of Mayfield and Shaw. Suppliers included 

such city establishments as Baumgarten and Wyler, iron 

work; Henry Welsch, tinning; Dudley and Orr, stone; Kra-

kauer, Zork, and Moye, miscellaneous; the El Paso Brick 

company; the El Paso Cement Company; and Long Lumber Com

pany, all of which together had sold nearly $200,000 in 

69 materials to the government. 

At the end of 1914 American forces had withdrawn 

69El Paso Times, May 19, 1914, 16. 
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from Veracruz but not from the Pass. If all was not right 

with El Paso, at least the situation was much improved 

over the stormy days of April when Mexican invasion ap

peared imminent to many. El Paso had withstood its most 

difficult confrontation thus far with the Mexican Revo-

lution, which no longer seemed the pleasant amusement that 

some considered it in 1911. Crisis and the certainty of 

a greater military establishment had welded the bond be

t~veen the town and the fort tighter than ever. The edi-

tor might well have repeated his comment of a past new 

year: "El Paso . . has experienced the worst and 

has weathered the storms successfully." For he could be 

forgiven for not foretelling that the Mexican Revolution, 

like the mighty river which carved the Chamizal, would 

turn again toward the United States and sorely test the 

bond between the town and the fort.
70 

70El Paso Herald, January 11, 1913, 6. 



CHAPTER VII 

THE ~lliXICAN REVOLUTION AT THE PASS 

PART THREE 

As the first rays of 1915 bathed the Franklin 

Mountains and the surrounding valleys in a copper glow, 

El Paso began its fifth year as witness to the Mexican 

Revolution. Since late 1910 the city had followed the 

course of the massive upheaval to the south with a fas

cination akin to participation, as revolutionaries plot

ted and passed from the scene, battles exploded or aborted 

'across an often thin river, and armies massed and shifted 

on either side of the international line. Although 

fraught with danger, the year 1915 in retrospect proved 

to be a relatively tranquil interlude at the pass, sand

wiched between periods in which Washington and Mexico City 

moved to the brink of war. 

Nineteen fifteen began in somewhat typical fashion 

insofar as the relations between the town and the military 

were concerned, with El Paso asking Washington to station 

additional troops at the Pass. In this instance the city 

was striving to recoup five regiments and two battalions 

which the army had dispatched recently to Naco, Arizona to 

fend villista and Constitutionalist battles in the 

341 
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immediate vicinity of the international boundary. El Paso 

businessmen seized the opportunity afforded by the passage 

of General Hugh L. Scott through the city in January en 

route to consultations with Villa at Naco to implore the 

Chief of Staff, and "adopted citizens" of the Pass, to 

retreive the desired soldiers. Scott sympathetically 

pointed out that Congressmen from adjoining border states 

were pressuring the Department of War with the same inten

sity as \vest Texas for increased military protection. An 

editor urged the Chamber of Commerce and other organiza

tions to leave nothing undone "that will help in strength

enlng the regular army garrison in El Paso." 1 

An agreement between Sc~tt and Villa in mid

January that the latter would avoid firing across the bor

der at Naco facilitated the return of the coveted troops. 

El Paso shortly welcomed the reentry of the Sixth Infan

try Brigade and the Sixth Field Artillery. The soldiers 

enjoyed several months of comparative ease as the citi

zenry cheered their physical prowess in a field meet, and 

grateful El Pasoans donated fifteen hundred books to 

launch a series of post libraries. A former British offi

cer bestowed high praise on the efficiency of the border 

patrol, a sentiment echoed by the press 1 describing the 

guards as having won "the approbation of all observers." 

1El Paso Times, January 6, 1915, 1. 
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Then, as matters appeared relatively placid and predict

able, events in distant capitals inched the Mexican Revo

lution closer to the Pass. 2 

Throughout the first five months of the year the 

Constitutionalists of "First Chief" Venustiano Carranza 

continued to press dissident elements, with his northern 

commander Alvaro Obregon relentlessly isolating Villa in 

the remote stretches of that region. Meanwhile, Carranza 

hesitated to occupy Mexico City, preferring the more 

favorable clime of Veracruz with its enriching cu~toms-

house, and abandoned the traditional capital to depreda-

tion and famine. Anguished cries of Americans resident in 

Mexico City carried to Washington and the attentive ears of 

President Wilson. Although chastened somewhat by the de-

struction wrought from his military occupation of Veracruz 

the previous year, Wilson now deemed the Mexican situation 

intolerable. In early June the American President im

plored the various Mexican factions to "act promptly for 

the relief of their prostrate country," lest "this Gov-

ernment . . be constrained to decide what means should 

be employed by the United States in order to help Mexico 

J 
save herself and serve her people." 

3P. Edward Haley, Revolution and Intervention: the 
Diplomacy of Taft and Wils~n with Mexico, 19~0-1917 (Ca~
bridge, 1970), 163 (quotatlon); Howard T. Cllne, The Unlted 
States and Mexico (Cambridge, 1965), 164; Daniel James, 
Mexico and the Americans (New York), 1963), 177-178. 



The warning of possible American intervention 

thundered through the mountain pass. Several days pre

viously the El Paso press had brandished grim headlines 

proclaiming, "Talk of Intervention Revived." Wilson's 
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pronouncement reached the city as the Thirteenth Cavalry 

at Columbus, New Mexico prepared to replace the locally 

based Fifteenth Cavalry, which was destined for the Phil

ippines. Suddenly, after the newspapers had tendered a 

touching farewell to the Fifteenth, the army announced 

without explanation that the regiment would remain. The 

Thirteenth Cavalry likewise stayed in place at Columbus, 

indicating that Wilson considered the protection of the 

border a higher priority than containing the little brown 

4 brothers across the sea. 

The deposed Victoriano Huerta, late object of 

Wilson's "watchful waiting," contributed to the state of 

tension at the Pass a few weeks afterward. In late June 

the assistant district attorney telephoned a report to 

Colonel George H. Morgan, commanding officer of the Fif-

teenth Cavalry, that Huerta was aboard a train en route 

from New York to California. Informants had revealed 

to the county official that Huerta planned to disembark 

at Ne~vman, approximately fifteen miles north of the city, 

and alleged that he intended to join Pascual Orozco and 

4El Paso Times, May 29, 1914, 1 (quotation); May 
30, 1915, l; June 1, 1915, 1; June 11, 1915, 1. 
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other "cientificos" in carrying out an attack on Ciudad 

Juarez within two days. For the past month army reports 

regularly had noted "great activity" on the part of 

huertistas in El Paso. "Altho [sic]General Huerta 1.s 

65 years of age," commented Colonel Morgan, "he is active 

enough to take the field if his party is able to maintain 

an army." 5 

Federal authorities, while not arresting them, 

placed the two revolutionaries under guard to preclude 

a possible violation of American neutrality. Huerta and 

Orozco went without resistance to the Federal Building 

at El Paso, where both professed innocence, but a large 

crowd of observers ominously gathered outside the edi-

fice. To avoid demonstrations for or against the con-

troversial figures, officials transferred the men, 1.n 

the charge of an agent of the United States' Legal De-

partment, to safer confines at Fort Bliss. Released on 

bond the same day, the Mexicans proceeded to family resi

dences in the city, under surveilance of civil and mili-

6 tary personnel. 

5commanding Officer to Commanding General, South
ern Department, Fort Bliss, Texas, June 27, 1915, Southern 
Department General Correspondence 1913-1916, Record Group 
393, National Archives, Washington, D.C.; Colonel George 
H. Morgan, 15th Cavalry, to the Commanding General, South
ern Department, Fort Bliss, Texas, July 3, 1915, ibid. 
(quotation). 

6commanding Officer to Commanding General, South
ern Department, Fort Bliss, Texas, June 27, 1915, ibid.; 
Southern Department Weekly Reports on the Mexican Border, 
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Although authorities sought to maintain a close 

reln on Huerta and Orozco, they were only partially suc

cessful. The latter disappeared into the night six days 

later, prompting the military commander of the Southern 

District to order Morgan to seal the Mexican border to 

Huerta. The colonel directed provost guards and federal 

agents to accompany the ex-Mexican president constantly, 

to restrain him from entering automobiles alone, and to 

remain ln telephonic communication with military offi

cials. A federal court placed Huerta under a second bond 

of $15,000, which he proved unable to produce, resulting 

. h. . . 7 
ln lS lncarceratlon. 

The strict measures of the United States' Govern-

ment reflected an appreciation of the formidable Huertist 

faction at El Paso. "It is well known that there are 

many cientifico sympathizers in this vicinity," wrote 

Morgan, "and.the party has good financial backing without 

doubt." While he discounted the prospect of mob action 

in behalf of Huerta, the commander of the Fifteenth Cav-

alry observed, "General Huerta's friends are conducting 

Report for week ending July 3, 1915, Records of United 
States Army Continental Commands, 1821-1920, Record Group 
393, ibid.; I. J. Bush, Gringo Doctor (Caldwell, Idaho, 
1939), 245. 

7Morgan to Commanding General, Southern Department, 
Fort Bliss, Texas, July 3, 1915, Southern Department Gen
eral Correspondence, Record Group 393; Colonel George H. 
Morgan, 15th Cavalry, to Commanding General, Southern De
partment, Fort Bliss, Texas, July 4, 1915, ibid. 
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an intelligent newspaper war here, the result of which is 

seemingly tending to make . . Huerta a popular hero." 8 

The presence in El Paso of the executioner of 

Madero sparked a controversy which extended to city hall. 

Mayor Tom Lea's law firm had represented Huerta and Orozco 

for the past several years, and Lea was instrumental in 

persuading the federal commissioner to reduce the bond of 

the two Mexicans from $25,000 to $15,000 and $7,500 re-

spectively after their apprehension at Newman. The close 

legal association of the mayor with the two men caused 

concern in the villista camp. "The attitude of Mayor Lea 

has caused no little apprehension on the part of the Pro-

visional Government of Mexico," exclaimed a Villa sup-

porter, "because of his official position." Flaring 

that he had "no apologies to make to anyone," Lea in-

sisted, "Anyone who knows me knows that I will not deviate 

one hair's breadth from my duty as mayor of the city." 

Nevertheless, in the immediate aftermath of Orozco's 

flight an agent of the Department of Justice told the 

Times that El Paso police had favored huertistas by re

leasing to them information which enabled them to evade 

federal neutrality laws. Although two United States' 

attorneys instantly denied the allegation, the strongly 

anti-Huerta newspape~ stoutly defended its story to 

8Norgan to Commanding General, Southern Department, 
Fort Bliss, Texas, July 3, 1915, ibid. 
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critics: "El Paso's mayor has always aligned himself with 

the Mexican element now known as Huertistas." Lea offered 

no comment on the flurry. 9 

The controversy surrounding Huerta and the flight 

of Orozco inspired federal authorities to place the former 

Mexican president under detention at Fort Bliss. On July 

3, the day of Orozco's escape, Colonel Morgan recommended 

to his superior officer that officials place Huerta "whol

ly in my power as I fear that his presence in the City is 

disturbing, making him a popular hero here and thereby ln-

creasing the prestige of the party of which he is the only 

leader of ability." A week later Huerta waived a hearing, 

moving quietly to the military reservation while awaiting 

a session of the federal grand jury. Morgan lodged Huerta 

in comfortable surroundings on the second floor of the old 

Bachelors' Officers Quarters, with bath and sleeping porch, 

and assigned him a servant. "So long as General Huerta is 

in confinement my problem is simplified," remarked the 

colone1. 10 

9El Paso Times, June 28, 1915, 1; July 3, 1915, 
1 (second quotation); July 4, 1915, 5; July 9, 1915, 1; 
July 10, 1915, 1 (third quotation); New York Times, June 
29, 1915, 6 (first quotation). 

10Morgan to Commanding General, Southern Depart
ment, Fort Bliss, Texas, July 3, 1915, Southern Department 
General Correspondence, Record Group 393 (first quotation); 
Morgan to Commanding General, Southern Department, Fort 
Bliss, July 4, 1915, ibid. (second quotation); Commanding 
Officer to Commanding General, Southern Department, Fort 
Bliss, Texas, July 10, 1915, ibid.; El Paso Times, July 
10, 1915, l. 
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If Huerta's influence warranted incarceration his , 

physical condition did not. Despite Morgan's forebodings, 

the old general was a seriously ill man, due to a liver 

ailment probably aggravated by years of heavy drinking, and 

his condition rapidly deteriorated. Too weak to stand 

trial for alleged violation of American neutrality laws, 

Huerta was allowed a private residence in the city, at 

which he died on January 13, 1916. An army communication 

tersely described the end of an era with the simple state

ment: "General Huerta died at 8:30. Unquote." His ac-

cused co-conspirator Orozco had fared no better. A posse, 

thinking him a bandit, killed the revolutionary in an 

exchange of gun fire at Sierra Blanca, shortly after his 

escape from El Paso. 11 

Although Huerta and Orozco failed to figure in 

events of the Mexican Revolution after July of 1915, the 

burdens of the American border patrol at El Paso did not 

lighten appreciatively. High profits and constant demand 

kept arms moving across the international line. In addi

tion to the age-old civilian traffic, some of the military 

also became involved. A court martial in late July, 1915, 

11commanding General, Southern Department, to 
Adjutant General's Office, Fort Sam Houston, Texas, Jan
uary 14, 1916, Records of the Adjutant General's Office, 
Record Group 94, AGO file 2212358, National Archives; Owen 
White Out of the Desert: The Historical Romance of El 

' -- ----
Paso (Er-Paso,-r923), 260; Bush, Gringo Doctor, 246; New 
York Times, January 14, 1916, 1; El Paso Times, January 
14, 1916, 1; El Paso Hera~i, January 14, 1916, 4. 
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found three privates guilty of facilitating the illicit 

trade. Charged with conspiring to steal a machinegun 

from the army in order to dispose of it to Mexican offi-

cers, the soldiers received stern sentences ranging from 

fifteen to eighteen years of hard labor. In this instance 

the military praised the El Paso Police Department for 

assistance in locating and recovering th~ weapon. Re

ports of soldiers selling rifle ammunition to Mexicans, 

who, in turn, released it to revolutionary factions, led 

to the arrest in August of a Mexican, indicted for pur-

chasing government property. The army admitted the dis-

appearance of several thousands of rounds of ammunition 

from the ordnance depot of the Sixteenth Infantry in the 

same time period and reported that it was investigating 

an undisclosed number of soldiers possibly implicated in 

12 
the matter. 

Tensions spawned by the Nexican Revolution drew 

more American troops to the border in early August as a 

military showdown to the south appeared imminent. Con

stitutionalists occupied Mexico City, the ineffective 

government earlier forged at Aguascalientes fled to 

Toluca, and Obregon pursued Villa farther into the north. 

At El Paso banner headlines proclaimed, "General Scott 

12El Paso Times, July 26, 1915, 5; August 24, 
1915, 6; September 18, 1915, 3. 
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Orders Artillery to El Paso From Sill." With the Fifth 

Field Artillery en route from Oklahoma, three companies 

of the Thirteenth Cavalry arrived at the Pass from Colum

bus, as fighting broke out at Nogales. An editor, in a 

rather complacent tone approved: "El Paso is to receive 

further army recognition. . . And the stationing of 

this artillery here is not a bad idea."13 

As the Constitutionalists conducted mopping up 

campaigns throughout Mexico, the border remained at a 

high pitch of excitement for the next several months. In 

late August the Department of Justice informed General 

Pershing of the presence of agitators representing both 

Carranza and Huerta, working to foment disruptions among 

the Mexican refugees on the south side of the city. On 

August 25 Pershing ordered all officers and enlisted men 

of the Eighth Brigade to rejoin their units and p 1 ~-teed 

troops at the international bridges and other points in 

the lower section of the city. He stopped all traffic 

across the bridges and stationed extra guards around 

Huerta at Fort Bliss, anticipating a plot to release him. 

11ayor Lea and Sheriff Peyton Edwards pledged cooperation 

with the army, but that night passed without incident on 

13charles Curtis Cumberland, Mexican Revolution: 
The Constitutionalist Years (Austin, 1972), 209; Cline, 
united States and Mexico, 173; James, Mexico and the 
Americans, 177;-El Paso Times, August 5, 1915~ (first 
quotation); August 10, 1915, 4 (second quotation). 
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either side of the river. Relieved by the absence of a 

disturbance, some citizens pondered whether the defense 

measures had thwarted a daring plan or had been predicated 

on empty rumor. 14 

Clearly apprehension hung heavily over the city, 

for routine army maneuvers two days after the alert pro

duced a frenzied reaction among the populace. The firing 

of blank cartridges at an imaginary enemy by troops of 

the Thirteenth and Fifteenth Cavalry set off a series of 

telephone calls by anxious residents to newspaper offices 

and the police station, demanding information on the ap-

. . 15 
parent lnvaslon. 

As the Hexican Revolution ground to a temporary 

conclusion in the interior, Washington continued to mass 

troops along the international boundary, hoping to prevent 

dissidents from wreaking havoc on American soil. In 

September the Department of War moved the Eighth Cavalry 

to the Pass to replace the Fifteenth, finally slated for 

transfer to the Philippines. Additionally, the army 

brought up the Fourth Field Artillery and the Seventh 

Infantry Regiment from Texas City to reinforce the border. 

With the new arrivals the garrison at El Paso ballooned 

from four thousand, a figure that had held rather steady 

14El Paso Times, August 26, 1915, 1; August 27, 
1914, 1. 

15 rbid., August 28, 1915, 3. 
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for the past year, to six thousand. The establishment 

of an aviation field at Fort Bliss for the use of air

planes of the First Aero Squadron, Signal Corps, which 

patrolled between Fort Sam Houston and various points 

along the border, reflected the rapidly changing nature 

of the military installation at the Pass due to the exi

gencies of the Mexican Revolution. 16 

The series of Constitutionalist victories in 

Mexico drew President Wilson, somewhat falteringly, to 

consider Carranza sufficiently in control of the nation 

to warrant diplomatic recognition. Although the United 

States and five Latin American governments had sought to 

pool their energies to decide upon the legitimate Mexican 

faction, by the autumn of 1915 Zapata and Villa, the major 

competitors for power, occupied mere enclaves in the coun-

tryside. When Secretary of State Robert Lansing posed the 

customary questions in pursuit of recognition to Carranza, 

the First Chief quickly responded that his government 

would scrupulously protect foreign lives and property and 

comply with traditional duties and obligations under in

ternational law. Accordingly, on October 19 Washington 

and the five Latin American capitals formally extended 

recognition to Carranza, and Wilson prohibited the 

l6Ibid., September 22, 1915, 7; Richard K. McMas
ter, Musket, Saber, and Missile: A History of Fort Bliss 
(El Paso, 1974), 41.---
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shipment of arms to any other faction in Mexico. 17 

Again, decisions reached at distant capitals re

verberated at the Pass. Days in advance of the antici-

pated recognition of Carranza, Washington created a new 

military patrol district, with headquarters at El Paso, 

extending from Fabens, Texas to Noria, New Mexico, a dis-

tance of slightly more than fifty miles. The army stated 

that it would prevent the exportation of arms to villistas 

across the border. With the Mexican Revolution shifting 

to a lower level of activity, El Paso ended the year Ln 

a greater condition of contentment than in many months. 

However, the defeated Villa sounded a note of warning 

late in the year which signaled the onrush of events of 

the following annum. The fiery Chihuahuan ominously 

announced to the press that he was ready to fight the 

Am . 18 
erLcan army. 

During this year of 1915 a continuation and 

strengthening of the time-tested close relationship be

tween the citizenry and army at El Paso had characterized 

the El Paso scene. Indeed, not every serviceman conducted 

himself with the dignity attached to the uniform; evidence 

enough lay in the exposure of the smuggling activities of 

17El Paso Times, October 20, 1915, l; Cline, 
United States and Mexico, 173-174; James, Mexico and the 
Americans, 177-178; James Morton Callahan, American For
eign Policy in Mexican Relations (New York, 1967), 5~ 

18E1 Paso Times, October 14, 1915, 5; November 
1, 1915, 1. 
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a small number of soldiers. Likewise contributing .to a 

negative image of the military were the enlisted men, of 

sufficient quantities to arouse the ire of army command

ers, who sold their overcoats, blankets, and sweaters to 

civilians. Early in the year a sergeant had warned the 

public that the government intended to prosecute any per

son apprehended for purchasing army clothing from servlce

men. The well-dressed condition of most soldiers at the 

pass attested to the honesty of the majority. 19 

Proof that music occasionally lacked charm to 

soothe all manner of beast surfaced in the complaint of 

the musicians' local that army bands offered unfair compe-

tition to the professionals. A union musician exclaimed 

that because of military ensembles who performed without 

remuneration, "good musicians" would not stay in El Paso. 

To this a spirited bandsman of the Fifteenth Cavalry re

plied, "We respectfully inquire why he has delayed in 

1 . f" ld " 20 
going to more ucratlve le s. 

Upon occasion the military protectors of the com

munity acted as a disruptive anti-social force. A near 

riot occurred in March when a number of soldiers attempted 

to release a comrade from the custody of police in the red 

light district of the city. A mob of several hundred 

19El Paso Herald, April 2, 1915, III, 1. 

20 Ibid., June 23, 1915, III, 1. 
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gathered, spurring the arresting officers to seek rein

forcements from the police station and provost guard, who 

made three other arrests and dispersed the crowd. In 

another instance a private despicably offered a nickle 

each to two small girls and advanced indecent proposals. 21 

Not all the trouble involving the military arose 

from infractions of soldiers by any means. A private of 

the Sixth Infantry was found stabbed to death in May be-

low Camp Cotton, authorities noting no evidence of a 

struggle. Several days later police apprehended two 

Spanish-surnamed men, who, allegedly, had fought earlier 

in the evening with the soldier. Later in the year the 

decomposed body of a former member of the ambulance corps 

was discovered several miles from Fort Bliss. The coroner 

22 
entered a verdict of death from unknown causes. 

Fortunately, most social intercourse was of a 

decidedly happier note. A resident remarked of the sol-

diers, "They have not committed one act that was calcu

lated to bring discredit upon the American nation." The 

Chamber of Commerce honored General Hugh L. Scott, army 

chief of staff, at a dinner in the city's most prominent 

hotel. The commander of the infantry regiment· at Camp 

Cotton expressed enthusiasm for "the excellent feeling" 

21El Paso Times, March 5, 1915, 5; March 23, 1914, 
11. 

22 Ibid., May 30, 1915, 1; June 1, 1915, 3; August 

25, 1915, 5. 
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in El Paso "existing toward the army. Very few of our 

men get into trouble and this is due largely to your ex

cellent police force and the interest your mayor takes 

in the army." A lieutenant found El Paso "a well ordered 

corrnnunity," adding, "the influence is bound to reflect 

in the way the enlisted men act when off duty." 23 

No negligible factor in the highly vaunted rela

tionship between the town and the fort lay in the amount 

of money which the latter brought to the former. By the 

autumn of 1915 El Paso housed perhaps the largest body of 

troops in the nation. Mayor Lea noted the effect to mem-

bers of the Rotary Club as he lauded "the best of good 

feelings" shared by El Paso and Fort Bliss and cited 

monthly expenditures by the army of approximately $600,000 

as "an important factor in maintaining the prosperity" of 

the community. Clearly, signs of prosperity exhibited 

themselves on every hand. An editor, emphasizing the 

rapid augmentation of bank clearances during the past 

year, exulted: "Prosperity has taken a strangle hold on 

this section of the country and the result is being re-

fleeted by the unprecedented growth and business activity 

to be found in El Paso. HatchEl Paso grow." A news item, 

several days afterward, carried the headline, "El Paso Has 

23 Ibid., April 16, 1915, 5 (first quotation); 
August 18, 1915, 12; October 2, 1915, 3 (second quotation); 
El Paso Herald, October 29, 1914, III, 1 (third quotation). 
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No For Rent Signs," stating that numerous families lived 

in hotels due to a lack of homes available for rent. 24 

Only recently classified as a regimental base, 

Fort Bliss had accomodated a brigade of soldiers for more 

than a year. In the fall of 1915 business and political 

leaders of El Paso inaugurated an intensive campaign to 

persuade Washington to elevate the fort to a brigade post 

and dispatch yet more troops to the Pass. Senator Morris 

Sheppard, a member of the Senate Committee on Military 

Affairs, promised the civic fathers in mid-September that 

he would press his colleagues for the expansion of Fort 

Bl . 25 
lSS. 

Sheppard's statement brought immediate and favor-

able comment from several sources. Dubbing him "our 

latest recruit," the Times hailed the senator's declara-

tion and exclaimed: "Within the next two years at the 

latest . . . we hope further enlargement of the post will 

have been made until it ranks with Fort Sam Houston and 

others throughout the country." The rival Herald agreed 

completely. Observing a sentiment in congress to increase 

the size of the army, the organ exhorted, "Now is a good 

time for El Paso to prepare its claims and put forth its 

efforts to have Fort Bliss enlarged . . . to twice its 

24El Paso Times, October 1, 1915 (first quotation); 
October 2, 1915, 3; October 6, 1915, 6 (second quotation); 
October 19, 1915, 9 (third quotation). 

25 rbid., September 16, 1915, 6. 
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present size." A. P. Coles, prominent ln the Chamber of 

Commerce, confidently speculated, "El Paso will have a 

brigade army post if . . . Sheppard has anything to do 

with it." The businessman declared that the senator 

also sought to convince the government to pave the roads 

within the military reservation "in anticipation of the 

paving of the road from the Country Club to the fort, as 

urged by Mayor Tom Lea." 26 

Coles referred to the recent proposal of the mayor 

that the county commissioners allocate a portion of rev-

enue from bonds to improve the two roads connecting the 

fort to the city. The refusal of the county to maintain 

in good condition a route to the post had irked military 

commanders for the past dozen years. Heavier traffic 

since the augmentation of the garrison had reduced the 

thoroughfares to a poorer state of utility than ever. The 

Secretary of War in a recent visit had sharply criticized 

the roads, while General Leonard Wood had doubted aloud 

that El Paso desired to retain the fort. Lea, coinciding 

his proposal with the campaign to enlarge the post, re

marked to the county officials of El Paso's indebtedness 

h "1" 27 to t e ml ltary. 

26Ibid., (first quotation); El Paso Herald, 
December 14, 1915, 6; December 30, 1915, 6 (third quota
tion). 

27El Paso Herald, October 20, 1915, III, l; El 
Paso Times, October 21, 1915, 6. 
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Both major newspapers strongly welcomed the 

mayor's suggestion. The Times described the roads as 

"miserable," yet the most traveled of any in the county. 

It reminded the county commissioners that Fort Bliss con-

stituted "one of the showplaces" of the area and that few 

visitors had failed to view it. The Herald termed the 

routes "disgraceful" and noted that city residents paid 

the bulk of the county taxes and deserved better transpor

tation facilities to the fort. The newspaper advised 

the county to pave the roads with bitulithic, widen them 

to a full thirty feet in conformity with other parkways, 

and construct concrete bridges across the arroyos. The 

Herald suggested that improved thoroughfares would facili-

tate "social intercourse" between the city and the post. 

In mid-December the county agreed to pave the road from 

h 1 b h 1 . f h "1. . 28 t e Country C u to t e ~ne o t e m~ ~tary reservat~on. 

El Pasoans expressed interest in other areas of 

transportation which would serve the military as well. 

In August the North Side Improvement League discussed the 

prospect of inducing the El Paso Street Railway Company 

to provide all night service on the Fort Bliss line. The 

sentiments of the civic group concurred with those of the 

servicemen, who submitted that the arrival of additional 

troops at Fort Bliss the following month warranted the 

28El Paso Times, October 21, 1915, 6 (first quo
tation); December 16, 1915, 5; El Paso Herald, October 20, 
1915, III, 1 (second quotation). 
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improvement of streetcar service. The military road 

connecting El Paso and Brownsville, widely discussed the 

previous year, reentered the picture when Judge William 

C. Douglas, of the Sixty-Third Judicial District, urged 

the Chamber of Commerce to press Representative William 

R. Smith to work to clear obstructions to the passage of 

the bill. The business organization's president, R. B. 

Orndorff, agreed to place the matter before the directors 

of the Chamber of Commerce at the earliest opportunity. 29 

The presence of an unusually large garrison at 

El Paso in 1915 afforded the opportunity for a variety of 

ceremonial functions in which soldiers and civilians co-

operated. Fort Bliss observed Mother's Day in a program 

which included the band and chorus of the Twentiety Infan-

try, an address by a chaplain, and a mixed chorous of 

servicemen and young ladies from the First Presbyterian 

Church and the Y. W. C. A. For Memorial Day four army 

bands entertained the public, while special seating was 

reserved for members of the Grand Army of the Republic, 

Confederate Veterans, Daughters of the American Revolu

tion, Daughters of the Confederacy, and Spanish-American 

War Veterans. The president of the Chamber of Commerce 

headed a committee, which included the mayor and the 

29El Paso Times, August 18, 1915, 12; September 27, 
1915, 3; October 8, 1915, 2. 
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military commander of Fort Bliss, that staged an elab

orate Fourth of July celebration featuring a parade of 

three regiments, the police and fire departments, and the 

municipal band. Before a large crowd the Elks Lodge and 

the Daughters of the American Revolution commemorated 

Flag Day to the strains of patriotic airs rendered by the 

Sixteenth Infantry Band and sung by the audience. Gen

eral Pershing endorsed El Paso Automobile Week, late in 

the year, by authorizing military vehicles to take part 

. th d d 30 · ln e gran para e. 

As in the previous year the military tournament 

constituted the major entertainment event at the Pass. 

General Pershing scheduled the competitions for mid-

November in order to coincide with the arrival of the 

touring Liberty Bell. Under the supervision of the Eighth 

Infantry Brigade Athletic Board, the three day tournament 

featured a parade of six thousand troops and drills, exhi-

bitions, sports, races, and polo matches, with prizes 

awarded in each event. The board of directors of the 

Chamber of Commerce unanimously approved the Eighth In-

fantry Brigade's request for $1,500 to help finance the 

tournament. Pershing invited the children of El Paso as 

guests to witness one day of activities, the program com

mittee selecting ten features considered best-suited for 

30 Ibid., May 7, 1915, 3; May 26, 1915, 10; June 
12, 1915, 2; June 15, 1915, 5, 12; November 5, 1915, 3. 
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the edification of the young people. The army baked and 

sold buns to spectators, Pershing donating the profits 

to local charities. 31 

The soldiers provided a full schedule of sporting 

events for the amusement of El Pasoans and themselves 

throughout 1915. When the Rio Grande Baseball League, 

composed of teams from El Paso and other southwestern 

communities, shortened its schedule due to failing atten

dance, Captain A. W. Bjornstad, of the Sixteenth Infantry, 

conceived the idea of an army league. Through his efforts 

the Army Association League, made up of the locally-

based Fifteenth Cavalry and Sixth, Sixteenth, and Twen

tieth Infantry, came into being. The Twentieth Infantry 

n~ne won the championship and then defeated the winning 

team of the city Commercial Circuit, before losing an ex-

hibition to professionals of a Class AA league by a score 

of 3-0. 32 

Army teams fared well in other athletic endeavors 

also. The Fourth Artillery football eleven took the meas-

ure of the State School of Mines by two touchdowns. The 

Sixteenth Infantry soccer players outscored the United 

Empire Club, and the Sixth Infantry sergeants outshot the 

31Ibid., October 27, 1915, 3; October 30, 1915, 3; 
November 15, 1915, l; November 20, 1915, 1. 

32Ibid., September 2, 1915, 8; October 18, 1915, 
4; October 21, 1915, 8. 
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city police in competition. The Thirteenth Cavalry high

lighted the military tournament by out-riding the polo 

club from Midland, Texas by 10-1.33 

The army continued its role as an agent of social 

change. The previous year soldiers had complained bit

terly about unsanitary conditions surrounding the camps 

they had maintained close to the border in the downtown 

sector. Subsequently, the city demolished 151 shacks on 

the south side, a move which may have discredited the city 

administration with voters in the lower section of El Paso. 

In the spring of 1914 General Pershing placed at the dis-

posal of Mayor Lea his entire medical corps, officers, 

and enlisted men in an effort to cleanse "Little Chihua-

hua." In collaboration with the city board of health and 

scavenger department, Pershing's men in the following 

months undertook a series of campaigns in "Chihuahuita" 

d h . d b . f 34 by hosing the streets an gat erlng an urnlng re use. 

Conterminous with their drive for a brigade post 

in September, El Paso's civic fathers launched a bid to 

establish a citizens' training camp at the Pass. Judge 

Dan M. Jackson suggested the plan, particularly designed 

for businessmen, which would offer several weeks of stren-

uous military training to participants on a part-time 

33 Ibid., November 11, 1915, 8; November 14, 1915, 
1-A; November 15, 1915, 6; November 20, 1915, 6. 

34Ibid., May 13, 1915, 1. 



365 

basis at Fort Bliss. Jackson noted that the city pres

ently accomodated a brigade of infantry, a regiment of 

cavalry, and a battery of artillery, well suiting El Paso 

for the first national defense program of its kind in the 

nation. Early supporters recognized its utility in event 

of emergencies and its publicity value in advertising El 

Paso. 35 

Approbation quickly followed the suggestion. 

General Pershing expressed admiration for "the patriotic 

spirit of El Paso businessmen," stating that the training 

program "would be of great aid to the government in case 

of war." He promised to endorse the proposal to the De-

partment of War. An editorial praised both the plan and 

36 Pershing's support. 

The Chamber of Commerce eagerly took up the matter. 

The board of directors "heartily" approved and prepared 

a petition for Pershing to present to the Secretary of 

War. The business organization established a recruiting 

office on its premises, inviting American citizens from 

the entire southwest, twenty-one years of age or older, 

to volunteer. The Chamber anticipated acceptance of the 

plan by the Department of War, which would then appoint 

35 rbid. , September 16, 1915, 7. 

36 rbid., September 18, 1915, 7 (quotation); Sep-
tember 19, 1915, 6. 
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officers to conduct the drills.37 

Enthusiasm of the community leaders, however, out

distanced support from the rank and file. Although early 

predictions set the inauguration of the citizens' training 

camp for October, when that month passed the merchants 

were still at their shops. The required several hundred 

volunteers failed to materialize. The Times assured its 

readership that the city had not abandoned the project, 

but added sardonically: " . there seems to be an 

apathy for patriotism just at this particular time ~n the 

vicinity of this city." The plan resurfaced, with ap-

propriate fanfare, on a number of occasions before Wash-

ington abandoned the concept, as relations with Germany 

worsened, in favor of a more universal military training 

in preparation for serv~ce on the French line. 38 

Christmas festivities ended a year of strikingly 

close cooperation between the city and the soldiers. The 

season must have been poignant for General Pershing, who 

tragically lost his wife and children to a distant house 

fire earlier in the year. But after receiving condolences 

from the Chamber of Commerce, "on behalf of the entire 

citizenship of this city," the brave soldier threw himself 

37Minutes of the Board of Directors of the El Paso 
Chamber of Commerce, September 21, 1915, El Paso, Texas; 
El Paso Times, September 22, 1915, 3. 

38El Paso Times, September 23, 1915, 3; October 
13, 1915, 6 (quotation). 
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into community relations with the same fervor he employed 

on the battlefield. Military bands and carolers serenaded 

an appreciative public in the streets and plazas of the 

city on Christmas Eve. Civic organizations determined to 

provide every man and child of the Twentieth Infantry 

Regiment with a gift. 39 

Nevertheless, although peace appeared to bind the 

city and the fort during the yuletide, the tranquility 

deceived. A week before Christmas Carranza forces, with 

the consent of Governor James Ferguson and over the oppo

sition of Sheriff Edwards, crossed El Paso County en 

route to villista enclaves in northwestern Mexico. Par-

tisans of the seemingly indestructible Chihuahuan sacked 

Juarez in a savage pre-Christmas raid. Villa was setting 

the stage for the most exasperating year of the Mexican 

Revolution yet witnessed at the Pass.
40 

The calm opening days of 1916 concealed the emo

tional torrent which followed. The seven thousand sol-

diers in El Paso passed the New Year attending band con-

certs, enjoying a special dinner, and watching· an army 

football game at Rio Grande Park. The garrison at the 

fort happily planned a series of boxing matches for the 

39Minutes of the Board of Directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, August 27, 1915; El Paso Times, December 16, 
1915, 5; December 21, 1915, 3. 

40El Paso Times, December 18, 1915, 3; December 
26, 1914, 16. 
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winter months and deposited a five hundred dollar forfeit 

with the baseball association to insure army participa

tion. In response to pressure from downtown merchants 

and property owners Mayor Lea announced that his admin

istration would move the notorious red light district from 

the heart of the city and change the name of the vicious 

street, Broadway. While the city refused to authorize a 

new segregated district, the mayor stated that police 

would not arrest lewd women south of Eighth Street. 41 

On January 10 Villa hurled the Revolution to El 

Paso's door. Smarting under Wilson's diplomatic recogni-

tion of Carranza and desirous of embarrassing both govern-

ments, at Santa Ysabel, Chihuahua, Villa executed sixteen 

American engineers en route to the reopening of a mine in 

northern Mexico. A wave of indignation swept the United 

States, with a number of voices in Congress demanding mil-

itary intervention. El Paso received a greater shock 

than the rest of the nation, as many of the victims had 

maintained residences in the city, and friends and rela-

tives anxiously awaited further reports. Several days 

after the massacre, the mutilated bodies arrived by 

train at El Paso, two of the dead being interred the same 

42 day. 

41 rbid., January 2, 1916, 15, B-1; January 4, 1916, 
4; January 7, 1916, 6. 

42cline, United States and Mexico, 175; James, 
Mexico and the Americans, 178; Callahan, American Foreign 
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The sight fired emotions. The board of directors 

of the Chamber of Commerce dispatched resolutions to the 

governments at Washington and Mexico City, insisting on 

"the necessity of taking steps to prevent further crimes 

of the nature . . and to insist that all guarantees made 

by . Mexico be carried out to the letter." At the 

same time s~veral hundred El Pasoans implored Theodore 

Roosevelt to influence Congress to protect American lives 

in Mexico. The city of El Paso warned villista civil and 

military officers to vacate the area on the earliest de-

parting train to avoid vagrancy prosecutions. That even-

ing the first racial riots of the Mexican Revolution 

flared at the Pass. A crowd of three or four hundred 

civilians poured from the closing saloons along Broadway 

and gathered in the street, where they were joined by a 

number of soldiers. The press cited figures as high as 

fifteen hundred persons milling downtown at one time. 

The mob moved along the streets, beating Mexicans unfor

tunate enough to come within their reach. Local officials 

quickly accepted the offer of General Pershing to dispatch 

two companies of infantry to disperse the crowd and place 

a like number of troops at the police station. The three 

hour disturbance netted one hundred and fifty arrests but 

Policy, 561-562; John Middagh, Frontier Newspaper: The El 
Paso Times (El Paso, 1958), 177-178; White, Out of the 
Desert, 259; El Paso Times, January 13, 1916, 1. 
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no hospitalizations. 43 

General Frederick Funston, commanding the Southern 

Department, reported to the Adjutant General's Office that 

the matter had been entirely spontaneous. "This gathering 

was entirely without plan or purpose," he wrote, "and came 

as a complete surprise to both the police and the provost 

guard who had reported everything quiet only a few minutes 

before." According to Funston, "there was nothing of the 

mob spirit in the crowd but more that of carousal." As a 

precautionary measure he forbade the entry of soldiers 

~nto town "except on duty until [the] excitement sub-
4 . 

sides." 4 

The "excitement" subsided quickly. By the fol-

lowing day the city apparently had weathered the mob 

action, with only a few soldiers visible on the streets 

and no large gatherings of persons reported. An indigna

tion mass meeting, scheduled by local citizens to protest 

the Santa Ysabel Massacre, failed to take place, victim 

of the excessive indignation of the night before. The 

Times complimented "the splendid service" rendered by the 

army and police which had quelled the riot: "But for 

43Minutes of the Board of Directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, January 13, 1916 (quotation); El Paso Herald, 
January 11, 1916, 5; El Paso Times, January 14, 1916, 1. 

44commanding General, Southern Department, to Adju
tant General's Office, Fort Sam Houston, Texas, January 14, 
1916, Records of the Adjutant General's Office, Record Group 
94, AGO file 2212358, National Archives. 
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the[ir] assistance . . there is no telling what ends the 

disturbances would have resulted in," an assessment 

matched by Mayor Lea's recollections almost thirty years 

later. In the same editorial the newspaper, voicing the 

opinion of many at the Pass, denounced vJilson' s "weak-

kneed'' handling of Mexico, which, alleged the organ, 

allowed Villa to murder American citizens without fear 

of reprisa1. 45 

The Chamber of Corrnnerce, recovering its compo

sure after the shock of recent events, condemned the fan-

tasied news reports which emanated from the wire services. 

The organization particularly took exception to a United 

Press dispatch which read: 

United States' regular troops are en
forcing martial law in the Mexican part of 
El Paso. . last night's rioting . 
filled hospitals with wounded Mexicans . 
Mexicans are being deported by the wholesale 
or t~rown ~~to jail to escape mobs of angry 
Amer~cans. . 

By a unanimous vote of the board of directors the 

Chamber of Commerce instructed the secretary immediately 

to notify the press correspondent that the organization 

desired "that exagerated stories must not get out from , 

45El Paso Times, January 15, 1916, 1 (quotation); 
January 15, 1916, 6; Lea statement in Mardee deWetter, 
"Revolutionary El Paso, 1910-1917," unpublished Master's 
thesis, Texas Western College of the University of Texas, 
1946, 143. 

46Minutes of the Board of Directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, January 14, 1916. 
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El Paso." 47 

Stories depicting martial law and even typhus 

epidemics continued to circulate over wire services of the 

United Press, Associated Press, and Hearst News. A number 

of cancellations from persons who had planned to attend the 

upcoming Cattlemen's Convention in El Paso evoked strong 

criticism from prominent citizens. Accordingly, the Cham

ber of Co~nerce wired a night message to Melvil E. Stone, 

president of the Associated Press, outlining the malicious 

reports. Stone responded that the Associated Press would 

retract the news items containing references to typhus in 

El Paso. Nevertheless, El Paso, which traditionally had 

relished publicity in the national press, remained criti

cal of outside news coverage in the following months. 48 

El Pasoans, additionally, remained in a nervous 

condition. When two armed soldiers of the Carranza gov-

ernment attempted to recover horses that had strayed ac

cross the Rio Grande, two American privates drove them 

away with gunfire. There were no injuries and, indeed, 

the American soldiers deliberately missed the Mexicans, 

yet armies on both sides of the river doubled border guards 

as a result of th~ incident. The proposal for a civilian 

training camp at the Pass, actively pursued by locals the 

47 Ibid. 

48 rbid., January 21, 1916. 
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previous year, took on new significance with community 

leaders as President Wilson sounded a plea for national 

preparedness. Mayor Lee and General Pershing praised the 

screening in El Paso of a preparedness film which depicted 

pacifists as secret agents of an unnamed nation that 

plotted to destroy New York City. 49 

Characteristically, Villa presented his adver

sarles little rest. In the early morning hours of March 9, 

he directed a force of approximately five hundred adherents 

to Columbus, New Mexico, where they killed fifteen American 

soldiers and civilians and wounded seven. The following 

. day Wilson vowed to dispatch "an adequate force . .. ln 

pursuit of Villa with the single object of capturing him 

and putting a stop to his forays," while maintaining 

"scrupulous respect" for Mexico. Carranza's government, 

however, offered only a reciprocal agreement to pursue 

marauders across the international boundary "if the raid 

effected at Columbus should unfortunately be repeated at 

any other point of the border." Thus early communications 

between Washington and Mexico City revealed the inability 

of the two governments amicably to resolve the mutual 

threat presented by Villa. 50 

49 El Paso Times, January 18, 1916, 13; January 23, 
1916, 5; February 18, 1916, 6. 

50Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 188-190 
(quotation); James, Mexico and the Americans, 178; Bush, 
Gringo Doctor, 241-242; Middagh, Frontier Newspaper, 179; 
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El Paso instantly felt the impact of the nearby ~ 
raid. The army held five companies in readiness at Fort 

Bliss in the event of an emergency and moved a battalion 

of infantry to Columbus to bolster the Thirteenth Cavalry 

at that border point. Commanders doubled the provost guard 

and border patrol along the river and in the southern por

tion of El Paso to defend against possible Mexican attacks 

or outbreaks. Local army officers lauded Wilson's prepa-

t . t h . M . Sl ra ~ons o pus ~nto ex~co. 

Although Wilson had expressed his intention to 

pursue Villa immediately, secrecy surrounded his methods. 

The El Paso press noted the movement of two companies of 

the Twentieth Infantry from Fort Bliss to Deming, New Mex-

ico, the second night following the Columbus raid. News-

papers publicized Pershing's statement, after the fashion 

of the President, that the anticipated pursuit constituted 

for Mexico "a most friendly act of assistance on our part." 

Pershing assured restless El Pasoans that no expeditionary 

troops would cross into Mexico from El Paso and Juarez, 

thereby avoiding the possibility of an armed clash in their 

midst. Several days before Wilson commenced his second 

military penetration into Mexico, El Pasoans read that 

White, Out of the Desert, 262; Callahan, American Foreign 
Policy,562-;-Clarence C. Clendenen, The United States and 
Pancho Villa: A Study in Unconventional Diplomacy (Ithica, 
1961), 250-252. 

51El Paso Times, March 10, 1916, 1, 3; March 11, 
1916, 1. 



375 

3,500 American troops had concentrated at Columbus and that 

Pershing was to command an expedition of indefinite size. 

On March 15 Pershing led four thousand men across the 

international line in the historic and fruitless pursuit 

of Villa. 52 

The anticipated American intervention and the 

possible Mexican retaliation either from Carranza or Villa 

adherents emotionally exhausted El Paso in the first days 

after the Villa raid. Mayor Lea immediately sought assur

ances from Representative Smith that the Department of 

War intended to retain a number of troops along the border 

sufficient to meet any emergency. As a further precaution, 

the mayor obtained pledges from local ammunition dealers 

to refuse sales to Mexicans. The board of directors of 

the Chamber of Commerce discussed the possibility of an 

outbreak on the part of Mexicans within the city, taking 

no action on a suggestion that civil and military authori-

53 
ties disarm suspicious persons. 

Assurances of adequate protection for El Paso 

proliferated at the Pass. Smith quickly relayed to Lea a 

promise from the war department that the city could expect 

"military protection at· all times." General Frederick 

52 rbid., March 12, 1916, 1, 4, 6 (quotation); 
March 13, 1916, 2; March 14, 1916, 1; March 16, 1916, 1. 

53 rbid., March 12, 1916, 1, 4; Minutes of the 
Board of Directors of the Chamber of Commerce, March 14, 
1916. 
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Funston vowed that the Pershing expedition would not de

plete the military presence at El Paso to the extent of 

jeopardizing the welfare of American citizens. Sheriff 

Edwards announed that he maintained a day force of ten 

deputies and a night force of double that number to inves-

tigate reports of trouble ''whether above or below the 

river." A group of two hundred Mexican-Americans of El 

Paso organized to offer their services to the city in the 

event of an emergency. Mayor Lea disclosed that the city 

had arranged instant communication with Fort Bliss and 

other army camps in preparation for any contingency. The 

citizens' defense proposal took on new life. Over a 

thousand men of the Eleventh Cavalry detrained from Fort 

Oglethorpe, Georgia, and General Funston considered aloud 

moving the headquarters of the Southern Department to El 

Paso. 54 

Still, the Mexican situation rankled. The Car-

ranza government sought to reduce the size of the Pershing 

expedition, limit its mobility, and remove it from Mexico 

within five days. Lea alleged that Mexican troops were 

massing at Juarez, necessitating the augmentation of 

troops at El Paso. Frustrated by his inability to influ

ence Washington, the mayor asserted that El Pasoans were 

54El Paso Times, March 13, 1916, 1; March 14, 
1916, 3 (quotations); March 15, 1916, 2; March 16, 1916, 
2, 5; March 23, 1916, 1. 
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prepared to act if the army failed to do so. General 

Scott, army chief of staff, submitted that the army lacked 

manpower to reinforce the existing twenty-seven hundred 

soldiers at the Pass and intimated that conditions across 

the river did not warrant such alarm. 55 

The dispute between El Paso and Washington over 

Mexican intentions warmed. General Scott informed Rep

resentative Smith, the recipient of Lea's pleas, that he 

possessed "positive" proof that no more than three hundred 

Mexican soldiers garrisoned at Juarez. Stung by Scott's 

statement and r~cent attacks by President Wilson on uniden

tified alarmists, the mayor exclaimed: "I am completely 

and wholly disgusted and I think that I express the feel-

ings of every good citizen in El Paso." He definitely 

spoke for the Times, which maintained a running assault 

on Wilson's ~fexican policy, which it considered timid, 

and his request for military reinforcements coincided with 

similar pleas from the citizenry of Van Horn. Two days 

after Lea's blast at the national administration, which he 

denied was designed to embarrass it, a conference of busi

nessmen and local politicians asked "better protection" of 

W h
. 56 as ~ngton. 

55Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 196; James, 
Mexico and the Americans, 178; Cline, United States and 
Mexico,-178;-Glendenen, United States and Villa, 260;-El 
Paso Times, March 24, 1916, 1. 

56El Paso Times, March 26, 1916, 1, 4 (first quo
tation); March 28, 1916, 3 (second quotation). 
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The army attempte0 partially to placate the ruf-

fled sensibilities of community leaders by arranging to 

provision the Pershing expedition from the Pass. Funston 

announced early that El Paso would act as the base of sup

plies for the expeditionary troops. Despite his national

istic utterances, Carranza secretly agreed to allow the 

Quartermaster Depot at El Paso, under rigid conditions, to 

ship provisions to Pershing over the Mexican Northwestern 

Railroad. The army additionally utilized over a hundred 

trucks on the sandy trails of northern Mexico, which often 

limited velocity to six miles per hour. On one day, for 

example, the depot loaded six trucks for transport to Col-

umbus and eight to Casas Grandes, Mexico. The latter ship-

ment comprised four carloads of oats and an equal amount 

of groceries. The officers, clerical force, and warehouse 

employees customarily worked from seven o'clock in the 

'1 1 'd . h 57 mornlng untl as ate as ml nlg t. 

The early days of April worked a deterioration of 

relations between Washington and Mexico City. On April 6 

Carranza rescinded his permission to the American military 

to employ the Mexican railways. The action coincided with 

General Funston's observation of threatening movements of 

Mexican troops and a display of growing hostility from 

57 rbid., March 13, 1916, l; March 30, 1916, 12; 
April 3, 1916, 5. 
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Carranza's generals. Bellicose rumblings from Germany 

had made Wilson more amenable to withdrawing Pershing's 

forces when an American-Mexican clash at Parral, Chihua

hua, raised sentiments of nationalism to such an extent 

in both nations as to preclude the possibility of an early 

recall of the expeditionary forces. In a running skir

mish forty Mexicans and two Americans perished. Each 

president placed responsibility for the casualties on the 

other, and Carranza demanded an immediate termination 

f th Am . . . 58 o e er~can ~ntervent~on. 

El Paso now became the nerve center of American 

diplomacy. Pershing's reports indicated that he could 

achieve success only by widening the intervention to an 

extent unacceptable to Wilson. To determine a viable 

Mexican policy General Scott arrived at the Pass on April 

21 to consult with General Funston. They agreed that Per-

shing should concentrate his forces near Colonia Dublan, 

approximately one hundred miles south of Columbus, a site 

at which geographical and logistical conditions would allow 

. . d f" . 1 59 the Americans to rema~n ~n e ~n~te y. 

Wilson desired that Scott, a renowned Spanish-

speaking negotiator, discuss with General Obregon "future 

58Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 197-198; 
Cline, United States and Mexico, 180; Clendenen, United 
States and Villa, 266;-Gallahan, American Foreign Policy, 
564. 

59Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 199-201. 
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military operations" of American troops in Mexico and seek 

Mexican cooperation in stemming villista type raids against 

the United States. Carranza assented, although instructing 
_, 

Obregon to insist on unconditional withdrawal of American 

forces in advance of any agreements. Accordingly, Scott 

and Funston opened conversations with Obregon on April 30 

at Juarez, found no common ground, and broke off the talks 

the same day. Wilson alerted the militia of Texas, New 

Mexico, and Arizona and shut off the Mexican border to 

arms shipments. Sensing the depth of Wilson's passsion, 

Obregon asked an audience with Scott, and the two generals 

met at the Paso del Norte Hotel in El Paso on May 2. They 

concocted a highly conditional plan of gradual withdrawal 

of the Pershing expedition, which Wilson endorsed and 

Carranza tentatively approved. Then the locus of atten

tion shifted. 60 

While two headstrong presidents hovered near 

agreement, Mexican marauders slashed across the Rio Grande, 

storming Glen Springs and Boquillas, Texas. At the former 

site the raiders killed three American soldiers and a 

young boy; at the latter they abducted two Americans. 

After an American force from Glen Springs thrust into 

Mexico in pursuit of the culprits, Carranza rejected the 

60rbid., 201-207 (quotation); Cline, United States 
and ~1exico,-rHU; Clendenen, United States and Villa, 272-
"'lTl+; Callahan, American Foreign Policy, 565. 
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accord as indefinite and Wilson mobilized the militia of 

the border states. Alarmed by the raids into the Big 

Bend region, the Ministerial Association of El Paso, fol

lowing the precedent of numerous other local groups, wired 

Senator Sheppard to demand of the army more troops for 

El Paso. Meanwhile, to protect against any contingency 

the command at Fort Bliss positioned two companies of the 

61 Twentieth Infantry on the courthouse lawn. 

Although a new consultation between Scott and 

Obregon closed on a more optimistic note, with the latter 

pledging a campaign against villistas at Parral, ominous 

conditions prevailed at El Paso. In mid-May two separate 

fires ignited at Fort Bliss on the same night, destroying 

a company storehouse and killing three cavalry horses. 

The city fire department proved of little aid in its sup-

port of the post firemen because of the difference in the 

size of couplings. The resulting loss was set at several 

thousands of dollars. Although officers at the fort em

phatically denied the possibility of arson on the night 

of the fire, an investigation instigated by General Funston 

strongly suggested such was the case. Several days later 

military authorities arrested two Mexicans in connection 

with the fires. That same day unidentified persons removed 

61Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 207-208; 
Cline, United States and Mexico, 181; El Paso Times, May 
10, 1916, 1, 11. 
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spikes from a railroad track fifty-four miles east of El 

Paso, derailing a train.62 

A tragedy of larger proportions occurred shortly 

thereafter when two Mexican soldiers shot and instantly 

killed an American infantry sergeant who had crossed a 

short distance into Mexican territory from south El Paso 

in search of three stray mules. The Mexican consul an-

gered three friends of the sergeant, who insisted that 

the non-commissioned officer never drank, by stating that 

the man had drunkenly entered Mexico brandishing a gun at 

customs officers. Several American officers, inspecting 

the site in the presence of armed Mexican soldiers, con

cluded that the sergeant had been wantonly killed. 63 

In the meantime the optimism engendered by the 

recent meeting of Scott and Obregon quickly dissipated. 

The Carranza government issued instructions to the governor 

of Coahuila to attack the American forces that had entered 

Mexico after the Mexican raids in the Big Bend. For sev-

eral days American army reports circulated that Mexican 

troops were concentrating along the border. Then the 

Coahuilan chief executive delivered to the United States' 

army the ultimatum from Carranza on the withdrawal of the 

62El Paso Times, May 14, 1916, 4; May 15, 1916, 
l; May 16, 1916, 1. 

63 rbid., May 19, 1916, 1; May 20, 1916, 5. 
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expedition from Big Bend. 6 ~· 

Against this background the army at El Paso de

termined to make its presence more visible. In early 

June military corrunanders marched before the awed popu

lace every member of the three thousand troops at their 

disposal, sporting the largest and most effective weapons 
I 

in the armory of the military. A news reporter found the 

display "impressive, especially to the few timid souls 

who upon occasion have ventured an opinion that El Paso 

is not properly and adequately protected against danger 

from a foreign foe." This was but preliminary to a monster 

demonstration which military and civic leaders scheduled 

for Flag Day, June 14. On that day twenty-five thousand 

soldiers and thousands of civilians, excepting only "the 

child, some of the women, and those physically unable to 

wald," according to an overly enthusiastic news scribe, 

passed in review. The mayor declared an official holiday 

for the city, allowing El Pasoans to fill Washington Park 

to view a "sham" battle, depicting every element of modern 

65 
warfare, presented for their edification by area troops. 

The times brimmed with tension. Carranza released 

a public statement condemning the presence of the American 

64Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 210-212; 
Cline, United States and Mexico, 181. 

65E1 Paso Times, May 27, 1916, 2; June 4, 1916, 
19; June 6, 1916, 1 (first quotation); June 7, 1916, 8; 
June 15, 1916, 1 (second quotation). 
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army in Mexico. General Funston warned of impending 

Mexican raids along the American border, which actually 

began several days later. General J. B. Trevino informed 

Pershing that the Mexican army would attack his forces if 

the Americans moved in any direction except north from 

their present location. The Department of State barred 

Americans from entering Juarez through El Paso, an edict 

which an editor thought simple to enforce: "Those who 

seek to violate it should be haled before a lunacy com-

mission." While war clouds appeared to gather, the assis-

tant provost marshal assured the El Paso Rotary Club, 

"The police and the military forces can handle any dis-

turbances that can possibly occur." He added, somewhat 

ironically in retrospect in light of events of the fol-

lowing decade, "El Paso today is as safe as Chicago." 

Still, reports of border raids intensified to the extent 

that General George Bell, Jr., in command of the El Paso 

District, ordered all area officers and enlisted men to 

report to their commanding officers and remain in their 

f h . h 66 quarters or t e nlg t. 

The next day Wilson prefaced his curt reply to 

Carranza by mobilizing the militia of every state. El 

Pasoans read on the same date that American cavalrymen 

66Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 211-212; 
Cline, United States and Mexico, 181; El Paso Times, June 
10, 1916, 6 (first quotation); June 16, 1916, 8 (second 
quotation); June 17, 1916, 7. 
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had chased marauders into Hatamoros. For days headlines 

of the local newspapers alternated between proclaiming 

the imminence of war with Mexico and heralding the arriv

als of national guardsmen. On June 19 Mexico fired on an 

American ship at Mazatlan, seizing and quickly releasing 

crew members. Two days later Carranzist forces opened 

fire on a small scouting detachment of Pershing's troops 

at Carrizal, Chihuahua, killing twelve American soldiers 

and capturing twenty-three. With war fever in the United 

States at its highest pitch since the beginning of the 

Mexican Revolution, Carranza agreed to release the pris-

oners and Wilson presented a non-interventionist speech 

to the New York Press Club. 67 

The events of late June signaled, in retrospect, 

the beginning of a diminution of tensions between Washing

ton and Mexico City for the remainder of the summer. The 

two sides ultimately created a bi-national commission, 

which held its first meeting on September 6. But there 

was no lessening of military troop movement to the Pass 

during the interim. Battery A of the New Mexico National 

Guard debuted with about one hundred men and four three-

inch guns in June, beginning the parade of militia to El 

Paso. Regiments from New York, Illinois, and Pennsylvania 

67 Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 213, 220; 
Cline, United States and Mexico, 181-182; Clendenen, 
United States and Vil~ 279-283; Callahan, American For
eign Policy, 5~ 
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appeared within days. Guardsmen from Massachusetts and New 

Jersey arrived in early July. Within a week the Pass 

boasted fourteen thousand guardsmen with an additional 

five thousand en route. A headline the following day 

promised a total of twenty-five thousand militiamen for El 

Paso within the week. Less than a week passed before the 

.press predicted in excess of fifty thousand national 

guardsmen would encamp locally before the end of mobili

zation, a figure which fell short of the mark by ten 

thousand. 68 

Determined to impress Carranza with the military 

potential of the United States and to subdue domestic 

critics of his Mexican policy during his reelection cam-

paign, Wilson literally lined the border with American 

troops. Before the end of July guardsmen representing 

half the states encamped along the international boundary. 

El Paso itself harbored regiments from seven states plus 

the First, Sixth, Eighth, Tenth, Eleventh, Twelfth, and 

Thirteenth Cavalry regulars; the Sixth, Seventh, Sixteenth, 

Seventeenth, Twentieth, Twenty-Third, and Twenty-Fourth 

Infantry regulars; and the Fifth Field Artillery and the 

Second Battalion of the Fourth Field Artillery regulars. 

In mid-August the Department of War announced the dispatch 

68Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 230; El 
Paso Times, June 19, 1916, 9; June 24, 1916, 9; July 2, 
1916, 1; July 3, 1916, 4; July 9, 19·16, 13; July 14, 1916, 
4. 
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of the remaining militia to the Mexican border, with El 

Paso expected to receive the bulk of the twenty-five 

thousand guardsmen. The local press estimated that the 

reinforcements would swell the total of military regulars 

and guardsmen at El Paso to approximately seventy thousand. 

News reports in August described El Paso as housing the 

largest body of soldiers assembled in the United States 

since the Civil War. 69 

Although intercourse between Washington and Mexico 

City defrosted somewhat during the summer months of 1916, 

incidents continued to flare along the Pass. A private 

of the Twenty-Third Infantry, guarding an international 

bridge, decided to stroll into Juarez, where he landed 

immediately in jail. Mexican authorities released him to 

his company, however, following conversations with his 

superiors. "Had he gone into Juarez armed," thought a 

newsman, "he would undoubtedly have been shot on sight 

by Mexican soldiers." Less than a week later, a gang of 

boys, supposedly Mexicans, burned thirty bales of hay near 

the Twenty-Third Infantry camp. Guards posted by the 

Massachusetts Brigade near the river fired at unidentified 

targets so often that the military command demanded tighter 

discipline, for the sake of public safety, over movements 

69El Paso Times, .July 22, 1916, 12; August 13, 
1916, 1; August 29, 1916, 9. 
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Nor did the conference of United States' and 

Mexican commissioners, which commenced in New London, 

388 

Connecticut in early September, bring immediate peace to 

the two nations. The Mexicans persisted in demanding that 

all American forces withdraw as a precondition for dis

cussion of other issues, while the Americans continued 

to insist on broad guarantees from the Mexican government 

to prevent border raids. Military and civil leaders at 

El Paso again deemed it advisable to display their awesome 

concentration of troops in order to bolster the confidence 

of locals and shake that of Mexicans. Late in the month 

over twenty-six thousand regulars and guardsmen, forming 

a line approximately twenty miles long, marched to the 

beat of dozens of bands through the streets of El Paso. 

To insure the highest visibility, the mayor declared a 

71 
half-holiday for the duration of the parade. 

While negotiators argued at New Haven, El Paso 

witnessed several other indicators of strained inter-

national relations. Firemen in late October fought a 

blaze on the third story of the Quartermaster Depot from 

midnight until one o'clock before bringing it under control. 

70rbid., July 27, 1916, 2 (quotation); August 2, 
1916, 3; August 9, 1916, 3. 

7lHaley, Revolution and Intervention, 230; Cline, 
United States and Mexico, 182~3; Clendenen, United 
States and Vil~ 284-285; El Paso Times, September 19, 
1916, l;-8eptember 22, 1916, 1. 



389 
Fireproofing of the warehouse, which contained more than 

$1,000,000 in equipment, minimized the damage, estimated 

at $6,000. Several days later a large pile of baled hay 

at Fort Bliss burst aflame from unknown causes. 72 

Events of November took yet a more serious turn. 

Mexican authorities jailed a scout of the Pershing expe

dition in Juarez, charging him with being a villista spy. 

The prisoner claimed that someone had lured him to a 

saloon in south El Paso, drugged him, and transported him 

across the Rio Grande. Locally-stationed American army 

officers failed to obtain his release. Two American 
.,. 

civilians soon joined him in a Juarez cell. Sensitive 

ears allegedly heard one of the men boast in El Paso's 

sister city that anyone with a hundred dollars could 

corrupt the garrison and seize the town. Near the end of 

the month polic.e and provost guards sought a Mexican who 

attacked an American sergeant near an international 

bridge, stabbed him with a morphine-laden hypodermic 

needle, and fled into the darkness.
73 

Wilson's ultimatum to the Carranza government ln 

late November that his patience was "at an end" and that 

conditions in Mexico were "intolerable" appeared to fore-

shadow a new round of difficulties. In truth Wilson felt 

72El Paso Times, October 20, 1916, 8; October 30, 
1916, 4. 

73 rbid., November 12, 1916, l; November 14, 1916, 
1; November 24, 1916, 1. 



sorely pressed by Germany and had reconciled himself to 

withdrawing Pershing's forces in the absence of a basic 

390 

agreement. Villa's successful attack on Chihuahua City 

sparked a renewed interest in Wilson and Pershing to take 

action against the Columbus marauder, but the latter's 

defeat at the hands of Carranzist forces on December 2 

dampened their zeal. Washington commenced Pershing's 

withdrawal on January 31, 1917, and the last expedi-

tionary troops recrossed the international line by Feb

ruary 5. 74 

El Paso presented little indication that an 

historic chapter in United States--Mexican relations 

neared an end. As late as the second week of December 

Major Matthew E. Saville told the Rotary Club that all 

the troops at El Paso would likely winter at the rass 

in more permanent shelters than those currently provided 

guardsmen encamped beyond Fort Bliss. He noted that the 

local Quartermaster Depot had received about seventy

five thousand truck loads of material within the past 

four months and that a new sewer system also appeared 

in the offing. In addition, an auditorium at Fort Bliss 

with a seating capacity of over one thousand neared com

pletion. Just before Christmas a pile of army cots ~n a 

lot across from the Quartermaster Depot mysteriously 

74 4 Haley, Revolution and Intervention, 239-2 0, 
244. 
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ignited, producing damage estimated at three hundred dol

lars. On Christmas ~ve guards of the Third Kentucky In

fantry fired two hundred rounds at snipers, apparently 

Carranzists, near Hart's Mill, as the American army anti

cipated a clash between troops of General Jose Murgia and 

General Francisco Gonzalez at Juarez. On a note more 

representative of future relations, however, ~1exicans near 

Fort Bliss entertained the soldiers on Christmas Day by 

presenting bullfights and cock fights to marches by a 

Mexican band. 75 

Although tens of thousands of regular and national 

guard troops camped at the Pass in the second half of 1916, 

the security and profits engendered by their presence en-

couraged the civic fathers to persist in the campaign to 

expand Fort Bliss. In the aftermath of the Villa assault 

on Columbus, Representative Smith and Senator Sheppard 

introduced bills on the same day to have Congress appro-

priate $1,461,950 for the construction of barracks and 

buildings necessary to convert Fort Bliss into a brigade 

post. The Congressmen lauded the success of the base as 

a regimental post and emphasized the strategic importance 

of housing a large body of troops at that point on the 

border in pleading for the passage of the bill. A month 

75El Paso Times, December 8, 1916, 2, 11; Decem
ber 15, 1916, 5; December 22, 1916, 8; December 25, 1916, 
1 . 
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later, however, the Departnent of War advised Smith that 

it was holding in abeyance final recommendations regarding 

the bill until Congress determined the strength and com

position of the army. 76 

El Paso doggedly pressed the issue. An editor, 

denouncing litigation and business rivalries which de-

layed the improvement of the Fort Bliss Road, tied the 

paving controversy to the military enlargement proposal. 

"Just now," he lectured, "when bills are pending in Con-

gress to increase Fort Bliss to a brigade ... post, cer-

tainly seems like an opportune time for El Pasoans to 

demonstrate their interest in the army." In early June 

the Department of War again discouraged Smith by informing 

him that the army had halted expansion programs until 

recently enacted legislation received appropriate scrutiny. 

The statement failed to dim the optimism of a reporter: 

II . eventually Fort Bliss will be enlarged and very 

materially improved." The following month the Ti,mes en-

dorsed Representative Smith's candidacy for reelection, 

extolling his influence in dealing El Paso a regimental 

post. The newspaper predicted his latest enlargement bill 

would pass "as soon as the reorganization of the army 

77 
advanced sufficiently to make the change necessary." 

76 rbid., March 26, 1916, 1; April 27, 1916, 1. 

77 rbid., May 16, 1916, 4 (first quotation); June 
4, 1916, 1 (second quotation); July 15, 1916, 6 (third 
quotation). 
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Although the brigade post failed to materialize 

during the year, the unprecedented influx of regular and 

militia troops kept construction booming. A news report 

in August stated that fourteen new wards at the Fort Bliss 

Hospital neared completion, doubling the capacity of the 

structure to one thousand patients. The Young Men's 

Christian Association opened a series of huts to provide 

recreational facilities for servicemen at the various 

camps as part of a national program to dedicate a hut for 

each thousand soldiers from Galveston to the Pacific Ocean. 

"The mesa," observed a news writer of the military reser-

vation, "is blossoming with hydrants." Indeed, military 

construction and its inevitable impact on civil construe-

tion, in the form of housing, prompted an onlooker to 

note, "The building boom continues to be the biggest thing 

in El Paso industrial circles." 78 

In the aggregate poorly-paid soldiers make rich 

merchants. While this dictum was never lost to the El 

Paso business community during its long years of accommo

dating a local garrison, the concentration of record num

bers of military personnel at the Pass in 1916 contributed 

to uncommonly handsome profits. Only days after the Colum

bus raid a local newspaper carried a graphic cartoon 

7Sibid., August 3, 1916, 3; August 5, 1916, 2; 
August 13, 1916, 11 (second quotation); August 29, 1916, 
9 (first quotation). 
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depicting an El Paso merchant, merchandise orders in hand, 

stating "Business is fine," while watching the American 

army chase Villa. The caption read: "Nothing worries 

him." The Chamber of Commerce augmented its arguments 

on the necessity of additional troops for the area by 

noting that in addition to providing security, their 

presence would act as a "means of restoring confidence 

in business circles of this vicinity." One of General 

Funston's first assurances to El Paso in the wake of 

Villa's raid was that the city would serve as the base of 

1 . f th . t . d . . 7 9 supp ~es or e pun~ ~ve expe ~t~on. 

The merchants' penchant to enhance business 

conditions at times appeared to produce contradictions 

in their logic. After berating Washington for weeks be-

cause of the army's inability to provide more soldiers at 

the Pass, the business community took umbrage at wire 

service reports which described El Paso as vulnerable to 

attack and languishing economically. In early April the 

Chamber of Commerce, to counter "sensational and mislead-

ing news reports," claimed receiving twenty thousand state

ments from businessmen that financial conditions were im-

proving steadily in the city and that the border unrest 

1 · · trade. 80 had caused on y a m~nor ~mpact on 

79 rbid., March 13, 1916, l; March 22, 1916, 1 
(first quotation), April 6, 1916, 10 (second quotation). 

BOibid., April 5, 1916, 5. 
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Wilson's directive of mid-June, which massed the 

national guard along the Mexican border, set cash regis

ters to ringing up and down the Pass. A news item in 

early July, under the banner, " ... Vast Increases in 

Already Immense Expenditures of War Department with Local 

Merchants," estimated the cost to the federal government 

of feeding ten thousand officers and men at approximately 

$160,000 monthly. At the end of the month the president 

of the El Paso Real Estate Exchange exclaimed that the 

city was experiencing "one of the greatest eras of pros-

perity" in its history. He stated that the thirty thous-

and troops spent "an enormous amount of money," which 

found its way "into the coffers of the businessmen of El 

Paso and . . . eventually back into real estate." 

A full page advertisement by local merchants appealing 

for the trade of national guardsmen appeared in the same 

81 issue of the newspaper. 

That El Paso's gain was New York's loss was the 

theme of discussion at a meeting of the board of direc-

tors of the Chamber of Commerce in late July. The secre-

tary read a letter from the Merchants Association of New 

York asking that the army recall the militia of the 

empire state "at the earliest possible opportunity, thereby 

8libid., July 3, 1916, 1 (first quotation); July 
30, 1916, 8, 11 (second quotation); "Never before or since 

. have . . . the stores of our merchants crowded with 
[so many]. . customers. " in White, Out of the 
Desert, 263. 
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reducing sickness and fatality to a minimum and returning 

those men as economic factors to their productive occupa-

tions." By unanimous vote the directors penned a state

ment calling for the retention of the New Yorkers at the 

Pass: "These men will be benefitted by such military 

occupation of the American border and will return to 

their homes as better economic factors." 82 

The Chamber of Commerce maintained a sharp eye 

for business prospects among the militiamen. Late in the 

year a businessman pointed out to the board of directors 

that the national guard of some southern states stationed 

at El Paso contained a number of cotton factors. Noting 

the presence in the city of I. Franklin McFadden, official 

of a prominent cotton brokerage house, the directors de

termined to invite McFadden and the southern cotton factors 

to a dinner at which the businessmen could discuss the pos

sibilities of establishing a cotton factory at the Pass. 83 

A boost to the local employment situation appeared 

in September as the army opened an automotive repair shop 

in a spacious downtown location. Housing lathes, drill 

presses, forges, and other equipment, the facility served 

the renovative needs of the increasing number of army 

trucks in the area. "Owing to the good roads around El 

82Minutes of the Board of Directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, July 25, 1916. 

83 rbid., November 28, 1916. 
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Paso the army trucks here are standing up well," noted 

an observer, "but frequently some of them are damaged 

by collision. il Prior to the inauguration of the garage, 

the Quartermaster Depot advertised for "a force of mechan

ics" and "competent trick drivers." 84 

With the multitude of regular and militia troops 

on the border in the autumn of 1916 El Paso's economic 

indicators soared. "El Paso is so prosperous," boasted 

the Herald, "that the chief difficulty of the merchants is 

to obtain goods to sell." The city enjoyed bank clearings 

in the month of October in excess of $14,500,000, a gain 

of $2,000,000 over the previous month and up $4,000,000 

from the corresponding month of the previous year. The 

amount topped the previous high mark, recorded in May of 

that year, by about $1,500,000. The Herald noted that 

the presence of the guardsmen "contributed appreciably to 

excellent conditions here." Community leaders expressed 

their gratitude for a healthy economy at Thanksgiving. A 

district judge remarked, "We are getting all the business 

of war with Mexico and are still at peace with the coun

try." The president of a large department store, in the 

process of adding two floors to the building, acknowledged: 

"The city should be thankful for fifty thousand troops. 

The store is thankful for the biggest business in 

B4El Paso Times, August 31, 1916, 2. 
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the history of the organization. . . "85 

Nevertheless, while crediting the military with 

providing a measure of the prosperity in which the area 

basked, civic fathers rejected any suggestion that El 

Paso's economy rested on a military pillar. In observing 

that the presence of the national guard at the pass faced 

a dubious future, the Herald surmised, "general business 

conditions are such that it is almost impossible that 

there should be a [financial J reaction" following its 

departure. The newspaper recalled that the doomsayers who 

now predicted that the end of the Mexican Revolution would 

bring a depression to El Paso had warned earlier that the 

b • • f h 1 ld • h I 86 eg~nn~ng o t e revo t wou ru~n t e area s economy. 

The Times argued the existence of a healthily 

diversified economy even more forcefully. An editorial 

near the end of the year asserted that eastern newspapers 

appeared to believe that El Paso had brought troops to the 

border for its own profit, disregarding the fact that the 

President of the United States, acting on recommendations 

from experienced army officers, had issued the orders. In 

one of its most eloquent opinions the newspaper stated its 

position on the military presence in the city. While 

8SE1 Paso Herald, October 13, 1916, 6 (first quo
tation); November 3, 1916, 6 (second quotation); El Paso 
Times, November 26, 1916, 8 (third and fourth quotations). ----

86El Paso Herald, November 3, 1916, 6. 
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acknowledging the contribution of the regulars and guards-

men to the economy, it denied that local prosperity de

pended upon either garrisons or warlike conditions along 

the border: 

During the days when Mexico was peaceful and 
the garrison here consisted of a troop or two 
of cavalry, El Paso grew from a little village 
to a modern city. War in Mexico has hampered 
.. our growth, and the little temporary pros

perity resulting from ... soldiers does not 
come anyway near compensating for the loss of 
regular trade .... No town in the United 
States is more sincerely desirous of the res
toration of peace and the return of the 
national guard to their homes . . than is El 
Paso.87 · 

Still, allegations against El Paso as a one-

dimensional financial structure remained on the tongues and 

pens of critics and, more ominously, were joined by asser-

tions from servicemen that merchants exploited them. 

Charges of price discrimination, mainly leveled by national 

guardsmen, began circulating shortly after President Wilson 

dispatched thousands of militiamen to the P~ss. ''It 1s 

deplorable that prices should be boosted when a body of 

militiamen come to El Paso," complained a guardsman as 

early as July. "I have been 'stung' by the barber shops in 

your city more than once," he declared, bitterly condemning 

the twenty-five cent shave. Later in the year a corres

pondent for the Boston American stated that Massachusetts 

87 El Paso Times, November 25, 1916, 6. 
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guardsmen believed that El Paso merchants "bled them 

well," maintaining one price for civilians, a higher one 

for regular soldiers, and a yet higher one for militiamen. 

He stated that a number of businessmen boosted prices as 

soon as the guardsmen arriv~d. The wife of a regular 

joined the argument at year's end, claiming that she 

paid higher prices when shopping with her husband than 

when alone. 88 

Such claims ran counter to the position taken 

by the voices of authority. While admitting that merchants 

profited from the augmented numbers of military in the area, 

an editor insisted that the majority of businessmen main-

tained scrupulous practices. "Though it is probable iso-

lated cases of the kind have occurred," stated the scribe, 

"men of this kind are sternly discouraged both by the com-

munity in general and the authorities." The editor attri-

buted the isolation of El Paso from major distribution 

points and the rising national inflation as reasons for 

. f . . 8 9 the erroneous assumpt1on o pr1ce goug1ng. 

The local press gladly printed comments which 

sustained that opinion. "This talk of El Paso merchants 

having the troops brought here in order that they might 

make money from the sale of goods is all rot and extremely 

B8El Paso Herald, July 21, 1916, 6 (first quota
tion); October 30, 1916, 6 (second quotation); December 20, 
1916, 6. 

89El Paso Times, November 26, 1916, 6. 
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foolish," opined a chaplain of the Twentieth Infantry. A 

correspondent with the Columbus [Ohio] News declared, "El 

Paso is giving the soldiers a square deal. There has 

been no discrimination against the soldiers." A chaplain 

of the Twenty-First Michigan Infantry remarked, "I have no 

criticism of the manner in which I have been treated by 

the businessmen of this city." A newspaper published 

below a letter criticizing high prices for servicemen one 

from a "Michigan Private" defending El Paso's treatment of 

soldiers. Its rival positioned on page one an article 

under the headline, "Revolt Against High Cost of Living 

Brings Semi-Panic on New York Market." 90 

The controversy kept the community leadership 

sensitive to allegations of exploitation and discrimina-

tion. Early in the year an army chaplain complained to 

the mayor that a local restaurant had refused service to 

three soldiers in uniform. The city council responded 

with an ordinance prohibiting at two hundred dollars fine 

any person, firm, or corporation owning or conducting a 

public hotel, restaurant, or public place of business or 

amusement from refusing admission and service to a soldier 

because of his military attire. The board of directors 

of the Chamber of Commerce unanimously endorsed the 

90El Paso Herald, August 4, 1916, 6 (first quota
tion); December 20,-r9~ 6; El Paso Times, November 28, 
1916, 3 (second quotation); November ?O, 1916, 1 (fourth 
quotation); December 14, 1916, 14 (thlrd quotation). 
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ordinance and promised vigilance in its application. The 

uniform, stated the directors, "should be so respected 

that preference for the wearer should be shown if pos-

"bl 1191 s~ e. 

Months of fending allegations of business mal

practices made the Chamber of Commerce skittish, as exem

plified in the great pastry debate at year's end. For 

the purpose of demonstrating El Paso's appreciation of the 

armed forces, the military committee of the Chamber of 

Commerce voted to ask local housekeepers to bake ten 

thousand cakes and eight thousand pies for the enjoyment 

of regulars and guardsmen with their Christmas meal. Sev-

eral days later the military command requested that the 

organization drop the project, as the army planned to pro-

vide all holiday sustenance for the troops. This caused 

. . h b . . 92 consternat~on ~n t e us~ness cornmun~ty. 

Meeting in mid-December the board of directors 

and the military committee of the Chamber of Commerce 

jointly discussed their options. Although only about one

eighth of the number of cakes and pies solicited appeared 

forthcoming, the businessmen agreed that they must approach 

their decision with extreme caution. One speaker submitted 

9 lEl Paso Times, April 5, 1916, 12; Minutes of 
the Board of Directors of the Chamber of Commerce, April 5, 
1916 (quotation). 

92El Paso Times, December 6, 1916, 11, 13. 
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that "the city must not be accused of failing in this 

undertaking," even if the business community was required 

to raise a large sum of money to effect the success of the 

campaign. "This board must take such action as to put 

El Paso in so good a light that no discredit or criticism 

can attach to it or the citizens of El Paso," he urged. 

After airing various suggestions for demonstrating civic 

gratitude toward the military and reading letters of criti

cism from persons who suggested that the organization feed 

the needy, the business leaders voted to allocate a thous-

and dollars for the purchase of flowers to adorn the ser-

vicernen's tables at Christmas. The group promised to raise 

thernoneyeven if it had to borrow the amount and agreed to 

explain its decision prominently in the local newspapers. 93 

Even with the withering away of the once massive 

concentration of troops at the Pass, the issue of exploi-

tation would not down. The minutes of the Chamber of Corn-

rnerce for December 26 make an oblique reference to "some 

complaint on the part of the War Department and the general 

commanding the Southern District, in regard to the manner 

in which certain things are conducted in El Paso." An of-

ficial of the organization ''read his letter to General 

Bell in answer to these complaints" and the undefined 

93Minutes of the Board of Directors and Military 
Committee of the Chamber of Commerce, December 15, 1916. 



statement received unanimous approval from the board of 

directors. 94 
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Yet, if military personnel expressed dissatis

faction with certain elements of the community upon occa

sion, the reverse remained true as well. A number of 

irate citizens penned letters to newspaper editors de

scribing anti-social actions committed by men in uniform, 

particularly guardsmen. "In Heaven's name how can we in-

troduce them to our families and entertain them in our 

homes," bewailed a "Good Citizen" of the militiamen, "when 

they frankly admit their acquaintance with the restricted 

district and complain because it isn't quite up to their 

notion of cleanliness and goodness." "A Southern Man" 

complained that several guardsmen made off-color remarks 

to a party of young women and children at a Sunday picnic. 

A woman in nearby Canutillo described soldiers reeling to 

camp from saloons while expressing "vile oaths and dirty 

remarks." She stated, "The few American women living in 

this town are ashamed for the Mexicans to see our soldiers 

in this condition. Of the two evils, Villa or whisky, I 

believe Villa would have been preferable." Various writers 

endorsed the prohibition of liquor as a means of social 

control, a notion which gained momentum at the outset 

94Minutes of the Board of Directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, December 26, 1916. 



405 
of the approaching World War_95 

Servicemen proved capable of articulating a de

fense of their life styles. An Ohio guardsman dismissed 

a particularly critical letter writer as unrepresentative 

of the community and advised that the men serving his 

state's colors "conducted themselves as gentlemen at all 

times." "An Old Soldier" responded to a minister's de-

nunciation of the existence of two red light districts 

within the city by stating, "General Funston certainly 

knows by his practical observation and sound horse sense 

what is best for his troops, and preachers are, most of 

them, dreamers. II It remained for an infantry regu-

lar to submit the most poignant reply to critics: "If 

the people only knew what we have to go through and how we 

are treated by the people of the various towns, they would 

handle us with kid gloves." 96 

Some military personnel engaged in more serious 

misdeeds than carousal. A few militiamen joined striking 

streetcar workers in street rioting in early September. 

General Bell took no action against the participants from 

his command, but threatened to confine troops to their 

95El Paso Herald, August 22, 1916, 6 (first quo
tation); September 28, 1916, 6; October 9, 1916, 6 (second 
quotation). 

9 6Ibid., October 12, 1916, 6 (first quotation); 
October 27, 1916, 6 (third quotation); December 18, 1916, 
6 (second quotation). 



camps in the event of a recurrence. At least one anti

social action contained a humorous element because of 

406 

the ineptitude of the perpetrator: when a private at

tempted to rob a detective in civilian clothes the latter 
' 

simply laughed and disarmed him. The Herald placed the 

actions of a comparatively few uniformed men in the pro

per perspective with concise editorial statements on con-

secutive days in July: 

Thirty thousand troops in El Paso are 
causing less disorder than one handful of 
Juarez race hangers-on. 

El Paso is half again as large as before 
the militia reached the border. Have you 
thought of that?97 

El Pasoans could overlook minor trespasses on the 

part of some errant soldiers in light of the services ren-

dered the community by the military in restoring order in 

two streetcar riots 1n 1916. In the first of these, in 

late June, rampaging strikers and sympathizers derailed 

cars, smashed windows, and beat motormen in the center of 

town. At the time only ten provost guards patrolled the 

area, as Fort Bliss misconstrued a call for more troops and 

merely placed three companies of soldiers in readiness. 

During the confusion at the garrison a number of rioters 

turned on the guards, one of the former demanding to know 

97El Paso Times, September 6, 1916, 1; December 
14, 1916, 2; E1 Paso Herald, July 24, 1916, 6 (first quo
tation); July 25, 1916, 6 (second quotation). 



why the military "opposed lunerican citizens." As the 

guards were under orders not to shoot except in extreme 

circumstances, the offered little defense when several 

407 

members of the mob struck them. Captain James B. Allison 

of the provost guard managed to ·contain the situation 

until the delayed arrival of troops by walking among the 

rioters and urging restraint. He was joined in his efforts 

by Mayor Lea and former mayor Charles Kelly, who climbed 

aboard overturned trolleys to calm the crowd. 98 

A recurrence of the rioting flared on Labor Day, 

as the extended strike continued. With many policemen 

openly demonstrating sympathy for the strikers by refusing 

to intercede, a number of prominent citizens urged relief 

from Fort Bliss. In this instance, however, the garrison 

was bound by instructions from the Department of War which 

disallowed intervention in civil affairs by the military. 

The fort dispatched the provost guard to clear recalci-

trant soldiers from the rioting area, however, and the 

presence of the guards, though under orders not to molest 

civilians, did in fact have the effect of silencing the 

99 mob. 

As in the case of the June riot, 
. servlcemen 

98El Paso Times. June 30, 1916, 1; El Paso Herald, 
June 30, 1916, 12 (quotation). 

99El Paso Times, September 5, 1916, 1; September 
6, 1916, l; El Paso Herald, September 4, 1916, 1. 
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sometimes became targets of physical abuse. In one of the 

most emotionally laden tragedies of the year a popular 

local figure, Sergeant Owen Bierne, died as a result of 

gun shot wounds inflicted by state ranger W. B. Sands in 

a downtown saloon. According to first reports Sands was 

pistol-whipping a cavalry corporal when Bierne, a provost 

guard, entered. Sands allegedly shot Bierne when the 

former attempted to arrest him. Since Bierne had served 

almost thirty years in the army, he was well known and 

highly regarded in both civil and military circles. Amid 

the outpouring of public sympathy which attended the death, 

the army christened the site of the Tenth Provost Division, 

near Fort Bliss, as Camp Owen Bierne. Subsequently, a 

prolonged and much attended trial resulted in the inabil

ity of the jury to determine responsibility for Bierne's 

death. 100 

A portion of the controversy involving the mili-

tary sprang from far less serious matters, such as the ri

valry between the regulars and the national guardsmen. 

Although the militiamen shared responsibility with the reg

ulars in guarding the border and often operated from more 

rudimentary quarters, the professional soldiers at times 

questioned their military abilities and complained that El 

IOOEl Paso Times, September 23, 1916, 12; Septem
ber 26, 1916, 7; May 30, 1917, 12. 
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Pasoans fawned over them. Some regulars resented the ex

tensive news coverage awarded the entry of the militia 

and the plea of community leaders that the citizenry ac-

cept them as "our guests," invite them into their homes, 

and provide transportation to and from camp. Civilian 

backgrounds and distant origins appeared to make the 

militiamen more acceptable than the regulars to the young 

ladies of the city. A local woman later recalled that the 

"happy invasion" of the guardsmen in the summer of 1916 

con$tituted one of her most pleasant memories of El Paso. 

"Many young ladies of El Paso seemed to show a preference 

in dating the militia," she reminisced, "to such an extent 

101 that the hometown boys felt neglected." 

The regulars also felt neglected. "In 1913 I 

soldiered in El Paso," stated one, "and saw a soldier 

barred from going into a theater because he wore the uni-

form of his country. Today the same people . . are 

doubtless breaking their necks to show how patriotic they 

are by feeding the militia ice cream and candy." Caution

ing, sarcastically, that the diet might produce "colic" 

and send them "home to mother," he concluded with the tra-

ditional lament of the soldier: "It would also be a good 

TOlAlbion Smith, "Recollections of Camp Cotton," 
Password, VI, no. 1 (Winter, 1961), 8; El Paso Herald, 
July 8, 1916, 6 (first quotation);

11
Helen Roberts Cogges

hall , ''The Happy Invasion of 1916, P c;s sword, VI, no. 4 
(Fall, 1961), 197, 111 (second quotat~on). 
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idea if the people in general would treat the regular as 

though he were human in time of peace, and not wait to 

fall in love with him when war breaks out."l02 

Another professional soldier scorned the conduct 

of the guardsmen 1.n a scatter-gun literary approach: "Who 

started the fights? Militia. Jumping on the passing auto

mobiles? Militia. Insulting women when alone? Militia." 

He asserted that such actions demonstrated lack of "re-

spect" and "feeling" on the part of the guardsmen and then 

punctuated a series of questions with a different answer: 

"Who . . protected El Paso from attacks during the 

revolution of Madero? The regulars. The second, of 

Huerta? The regulars. The third, of Villa? The regu-

lars." To letters of this nature a guardsman countered, 

"there are as many real men in the national guard as there 

are in the regular army, and in any emergency we will be on 

f h d 11103 the job twenty- our ours a ay. 

The Herald, whose letters-to-the-editor columns 

constituted the major sounding board for disagreements be

tween the regulars and the militia, broke off the forum 

in mid-August with the statement that "the controversy 

has served its purpose." As a last touch the newspaper 

printed a letter from the professional soldier whose 

f0 2El Paso Herald, July 11, 1916, 6. 

103 rbid., August 7, 1916, 6 (first quotation); 
August 11, 1916, 6. 
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communication had started the controversy, who now said 

he "did not mean it as the militiamen took it." That the 

dispute continued to rage outside the pages of the local 

press became clear from a perusal of correspondence of a 

similar nature appearing later in the year in the Army and 

Navy Journal and in various newspapers around the country. 

Near year's end the Herald succumbed to the temptation to 

allow a fina~ sally from the wife of a regular. "Do you 

ever read," asked the woman rhetorically, "of an entertain-

ment for the enlisted men and their families of the regular 

?"104 army. 

If the professional soldiers believed themselves 

slighted by the community in comparison to the public ac-

claim rendered the national guardsmen, the weight of public 

support appeared to rest with military bands in the running 

controversy with the local musicians' union. Federal law 

prevented army bands from competing with civilian musical 

groups by offering public concerts except in entirely 

military ceremonies. This angered El Pasoans who had be

come accustomed over the years to military band music at 

all manner of festivities. "Are we to be prevented from 

hearing the military bands again this summer?" indignantly 

asked a housewife. "The military band concerts of two 

l04Ibid., August 15, 1916, 6 (first quotation); 
October 30, 1916, 6; December 20, 1916, 6 (second quota
tion) . 
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summers ago were the most delightful feature of the summer 

for El Pasoans." She decried the necessity of travelling 

to the fort "with a perfectly good band stand in Cleveland 

Square. II 
Another woman fumed: "This dog in the 

manger attitude they have adopted toward the army bands is 

not going to increase the union band's popularity." The 

pressures engendered by the Mexican Revolution evidently 

overwhelmed a couple of music lovers, judging by their 

pronouncements. One stated, "I .. have been trying to 

learn how many members the union musicians have in El Paso 

and how many of these are Mexicans. II A like-minded 

citizen followed with: "Perhaps if the local musicians' 

unior~ did not contain so many Mexicans and hyphenated 

Americans, it would display a little more patriot

l.Sm. "105 

The issue of uniformed bandsmen in public 

kiosks paled in comparison to the furor generated over 

the source of music to accompany the Preparedness Parade 

in mid-June. Civic and military leaders sought to incor-

porate both civilian and military bands in the march line·. 

Although the f~deral legislation allowed unions to waive 

the restriction on military bands cited above, the pres1.-

dent of the El Paso Musicians' Protective Union, after 

lOSibid., March 31, 1916, 6 (first quotation); 
June 21, 1916, 6 (second quotation); June 24, 1916, 6 
(third and fourth quotations). 
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having offered the city thE~ services of the members gratis, 

invoked the law and threatened summoning federal officials. 

There followed a flurry in which a spokesman of the Chamber 

of Commerce predicted that the union's action would bring 

to that labor organization "disrepute," General Bell an

grily considered converting the parade into strictly a 

military affair in order to allow participation by army 

bands, and union musicians issued dark rumblings of re-

placing their president if he did not relent. The 

national union, drawn into the controversy by appeals for 

advice from the local organization, placed the decision 

squarely . 
the hands of Local 466. 106 

~n 

On that occasion the union conceded the point, 

but shortly afterward it vetoed the appearance by an army 

band at a downtown religious service, the negative public 

reaction prompting a union musician to state his local's 

position in a letter to the Herald. "The army bands put 

up fine music," he acknowledged, "and it is certainly 

worth spending ten cents car fare to hear. But our 

kickers want the bands downtown, and if they had that, I 

suppose they would want the bands to come to their homes." 

The musician asserted that the public expected musicians 

alone among doctors, lawyers, businessmen, or tradesmen to 

donate their services gratis. "People," he exclaimed, 

l06El Paso Times, June 6, 1916, 10 (quotation); 
June 7, 1916, 1; June 12, 1916, 10; June 13, 1916, 4; June 
14, 1916, 6. 
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"keep crying because they cion' t hear army bands at every 

dog fight." The writer noted that San Antonio, headquar

ters of the Southern Department, restricted army concerts 

to military camps. The letter closed on a note that would 

prove familiar to a later generation accustomed to argu

ment~ from private enterprises against federal encroach

ment into their domain: 

I am sure our union band would gladly 
donate its services if the city would fur
nish its members their clothes, food, and 
pay them a good salary such as the army 
bandsmen receive from Uncle Sam. It's no 
wonder they don't mind playing for nothing. 107 

No private power company of the 1930s would state 

a more forceful case against the "socialism in concrete" 

of the Tennessee Valley Authority. 

But the tie between the army and the community in 

El Paso rested on more than concerts, merchants' ledgers, 

and peace of mind. By tradition El Paso ranked high among 

serv~cemen as a favorable place of duty. Early in 1916 a 

local news article referred to the camps at the Pass as 

"most active in social circles." citing the existence of 

numerous marriages between belles of the social set and 

dashing young officers. With pardonable exageration the 

writer boasted, "Enlisted men have always found a welcome 

in the city and no door is shut against them. Mutual 

107El Paso Herald, June 24, 1916, 6 (quotation); 
El Paso Times, June 18, 1916, 4. 
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admiration is always in evidence. " He observed 

that fraternal organizations included military men among 

their membership and that some lodges had created army 

auxiliaries. Civil law officers, he noted, bowed to the 

provost guard in maintaining order among soldiers, whether 

on the military reservation or in the city. 108 

While the article contained more than a hint of 

self-congratulation, events of 1916 bore out its general 

tone. Hundreds of El Pasoans responded to the plea of the 

press in providing books, magazines, and fruit for the hos

pitalized casualties of the Pershing expedition. An offi

cial of the Y. M. C. A. reported, "Scores and scores of 

soldiers every day find a resting place, a reading place, 

or a place for harmless diversion" among the facilities of 

that organization. The local chapter of the Red Cross 

supplied patients at Fort Bliss Hospital with jellies, Jam, 

109 grape juice, oranges, cigarettes, and chewing gum. 

El Paso welcomed the national guardsmen in the 

summer of 1916 as it might returning heroes. An editor 

asked his readers to "continue these pleasant relations 

with all branches of the service" by meeting and convers-

ing with the newcomers. A citizen noted that many El 

Pasoans offered rides to the guardsmen. The An1erican 

108El Paso Times, January 25, 1916, 8-B. 

l09Ibid., April 11, 1916, 12; April 14, 1916, 6 
(quotation); June 9, 1916, 10. 
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Bible Society promised a Bible to every guardsman and regu

lar soldier at Fort Bliss, Camp Pershing, and Camp Cotton. 

The Chamber of Commerce publicized a plea from the command

ing officers of the militia regiments that local families 

visit the camps in the evenings in order to "vary the mo

notony of camp life in this city." The Chamber and the 

military command prepared to establish amusement centers 

for the guardsmen until objections from concerned citizens 

to dancing and beer drinking on the premises caused them 

to abandon the plan. Local lodges provided entertainments 

for militiamen on a regular basis. The First National 

Bank scheduled a barbecue and smoker for the enjoyment of 

officers of the regular army and the guard. The management 

of the Soil Products Exposition admitted all men in uniform 

at a reduced fare during the International Farm Congress. 

A local church proclaimed "Camp Cotton Day" in honor of the 

guardsmen with a special worship sgrvice. The El Paso 

Fire Department lent assistance to the Second Massachusetts 

Infantry by pumping water into the cement mix for the con-

110 struction of a road through Camp Cotton. 

Complaints of the regulars notwithstanding, El 

Paso found time to honor the professional military as well. 

llOEl Paso Herald, July 8, 1916, 6. (first quota
tion); Minutes of the Board of Directors of the Chamber of 
Commerce, July 25, 1916 (second quotation); El Paso Times, 
August 7, 1916, 2; September 16, 1916, 3; October 23, 1916, 
1; November 11, 1916, 2. 
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The Chamber of Commerce unnuccessfully endorsed Colonel 

Charles W. Taylor, commanding the Eighth Cavalry, for pro

motion to brigadier general in order for the officer to 

retire with the higher rank. The business organization 

granted honorary membership to Major Saville, the quarter

master officer. The board of directors of the Chamber 

voted to provide lumber and funds f.or the completion of 

a recreational building for use. of privates at Fort 

Bl . 111 
~ss. 

· In turn the military, regular and guard, sustained 

the larger community in various ways. In the spring of 

1916 the army fielded a team in the Commercial Baseball 

League. Thousands of townsfolk attended army band concerts. 

A chaplain of the Seventh Infantry preached to a civilian 

congregation. Guardsmen formed an eighteen team Interstate 

Army League for the entertainment of El Paso baseball fans 

as well as for their own amusement. With Mayor Tom Lea 

inaugurating the event with a speech, the Military Athletic 

Tournament opened in the fall as three hundred soldier ath

letes vied for public affection and prizes. The infantry 

regiments of the Ohio National Guard treated the city to 

a concert and open air dance on the streets near the camp. 

Guardsmen thrilled El Paso's fight fans with boxing 

lllMinutes of the Board of Directors of the Cham
ber of Commerce, September 10, 1916; October 24, 1916; 
November 14, 1916. 
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exhibitions, while chaplains of the Twenty-Third United 

States' Infantry and the Thirty-Second Michigan Infantry 

brought the Great Wortham Shows Carnival to the city late 

in the year. When the Feldman All Stars edged the Fort 

Bliss baseball team in the last game of the season. El 

Pasoans could lustily cheer both sides. 112 

The Mexican Revolution accelerated trends inher-

ent in the relationship between El Paso and Fort Bliss. 

Where a smaller garrison had produced benefits and chal

lenges to the larger civilian community in the forms of 

security and economic and social intercourse, the existence 

of a military force equal in size to the civilian popula

tion, abetted by increased demands on the army because of 

the Mexican turmoil, magnified these interrelationships. 

On the negative side more public criticism of the military 

surfaced at the Pass than at any previous time, excepting 

the racial incidents at the turn of the century, as unpre-

cedented numbers of servicemen tested the community mores. 

Simultaneously, a greater volume of complaints arose from 

the military quarter against the civilian sector than ever 

before. Issues of social control of liquor and vice, which 

plagued army towns during the coming World War, introduced 

themselves. Competition by the army with civilian 

llZEl Paso Times, April 12, 1916, 4; July 24, 
1916, 10; July 31, 1916, 10; August 17, 1916, 8; September 
23, 1916, 8; October 10, 1916, 5; October 17, 1916, 10; 
October 23, 1916, 8; December 8, 1916, 4. 
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enterprises, as exemplified in the controversy regarding 

band concerts, raised a problem which afforded no simple 

solutions. 

On the positive side of the ledger the presence 

of the army moderated the impulses of revolutionary parti

sans, invigorated the economy without converting El Paso 

to a military monoculture, eliminated a portion of the 

city's most notorious slums, and acted as a cosmopolitan 

agent on a geographically isolated community. The per

manent expansion of Fort Bliss, achieved primarily by the 

exigencies of the Revolution, assured a continuation of 

at least some of these trends. Although camp towns dotted 

the map with the entry of the United States into the Great 

War, few possessed the experience of this western city in 

accomodating huge bodies of troops. For this, despite 

the years of anguish, El Paso curiously was indebted to 

the Mexican Revolution. 



CHAPTER VIII 

EL PASO AND THE GREAT WAR 

PART ONE 

Wars and threats of wars conveyed to typical gar

rison towns in the second decade of the twentieth century 

a significance beyond the exuberance and trepidation ex-

perienced by civilian populations generally. Hhile shar

ing the range of emotions of the national community, lo

calities of military concentration found themselves trans-

formed from obscure and ofttimes disparaged settlements 

into microcosms of Fortress America. 

World War I bestowed on them prestige and prosper-

ity, but also, infue intermingling of the Wilsonian crusade 

against the Hun with the reformist impulse to overpower 

sin, a pungent scent of notoriety. As municipalities on 

the cutting edge of the nation's war machine, they ini-

tially confronted the problems and promises of wartime 

society and economy which eventually dominated the life of 

every citizen. One could trace the immediate future of 

his country in the sandy parade grounds in many an army 

town in the early months of 1917.
1 

1For the moralistic impulse in Progressivism see 
Ri.chard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to 
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El Paso, though heir to many of the fortunes and 

misfortunes of a wartime garrison town, occupied a posi

tion distinct from most other military communities when the 

United States entered the European war, from the stand

points of its diversified economy, extended accomodation 

of large concentrations of troops, and recent battle condi

tion experiences. Since the Mexican Revolution first 

engulfed that neighboring nation and washed over its 

boundaries in 1911, the city at the mountain pass had 

absorbed ever larger military contingents. In 1916, the 

year of Pancho Villa's thrust at Columbus, New Mexico, 

army regulars and national guardsmen at the tip of West 

Texas exceeded fifty thousand. 2 

For the past several years El Pasoans had regarded 

the Great War chiefly as reading material sandwiched be-

tween headlines announcing imminent Mexican invasions of 

Ciudad Juarez and battles barely beyond the unprotective 

right bank of the Rio Grande. At times the Revolution was 

a celebration, an occasion for families to line the river 

and crowd elevated vantage points to witness the dramatic 

flow of history. Increasingly, it was a wild beast to be 

F.D.R. (New York, 1969), 17; George E. Mowry, The Califor
nia Progressives (Ber~eley, ~951), 99. The mo~~o~p:ehen
sive account of the l1nkage 1n Texas between proh1b1t1on and 
Progressivism is found in Lewis L. Gould, Progressives and 
Prohibitionists: Texas Democrats in the Wilson Era (Aus
tin, 1973), 289. 

2see Chapters 5, 6, and 7 of this dissertation for 
the Mexican Revolution and El Paso. 
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avoided, a focus for discussion of evacuating wives and 

children to distant climes. But always the real war, the 

Revolution, was before them. Europe, the scrap of paper, 

Flanders Field, was a world away. Only as relations be

tween Washington and Berlin tautened, as President Woodrow 

Wilson's preparedness campaign swung underway, did the 

Kaiser appear to El Pasoans a living threat. From that 

point onward the European conflict, thousands of miles in 

the distance, more and more became the real war, as the 

Mexican Revolution receded into its banks. 3 

The year 1917 marked this curious transferrence. 

Headlines on consecutive days symbolized the shift of in-

terest. One El Paso banner read, "Ovation Given Company K 

Upon Return From Eleven Months' Duty on Border." The fol-

lowing entry proclaimed, "Patriotic El Pasoans Endorse 

Wilson in Spirited Meeting; Six Thousand Citizens Pledge 

. G C . . "4 United Support Dur~ng erman r~s~s. 

American troops began departing the border early 

in the year. The Pennsylvania militia headed the columns, 

filling thirty rail cars in the first days of January. An 

Accompanying editorial proposed "Let Pershing Come Out" of 

Mexico, citing rocketing expenses of the expedition and the 

army's inability to apprehend the ghostly Villa. Several 

3rbid. 

4El Paso Times, March 26, 1917, 1 (first quotation); 
March 27, 1917, 1 (second quotation). 
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days later Michigan guardsmen bid farewell, publicly 

thanking everyone from Mayor Tom Lea to hotel porters for 

courtesies extended them. By the end of the month an exo

dus was '.-'ell underway, with Washington withdrawing seven 

guard regiments from the bend of the river. 5 

By mid-march the militia, whose numbers largely 

had been responsible for the doubling of the provost guard 

in El Paso to nearly two hundred, virtually had dwindled 

away. Vacated temporary quarters served as silent remem-

brances of their recent presence. wnile expressing appre-

ciation of their services during the Mexican crlsls, a 

local newspaper aired the opinion of many El Pasoans: 

"Because of their training and discipline, the regular sol-

diers who are left . . are not likely to commit the in-

discretions which were so markedly in evidence during the 

f f 1 d .. 6 stay o some o tne guar smen. 

The return of General John J. Pershing and his 

leathery regulars to Fort Bliss in February constituted 

the clearest outward sign of the demise of Washington's 

involvement with Mexico. Although only a few civilians 

and military men gathered to witness their reentry at 

Columbus, El Paso characteristically feted their return. 

City officials, members of the Chamber of Commerce, and 

5 rbid., January 4, 1917, 6 (quotation); January 19, 
1917, 3. 

6rbid., March 22, 1917, 2. 
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army officers greeted the creneral at the railroad station, •=> 

as the popular figure prepared to resume command of Fort 

Bliss. In one of his first appearances, he told a local 

audience of the importance of the Red Cross, while a mil

itary band occupied the section of the church reserved for 

h h . 7 
t e c o1.r. 

Two days later, townspeople turned out three times 

within the space of several hours to welcome the regiments. 

One hundred and fifty civic leaders honored Pershing at a 

banquet, while his cavalry officers, reportedly the largest 

number ever brought together under one roof, enjoyed a 

smoker as guests of grateful El Pasoans. The city's pralse 

of Pershing was deep-seated, but his stay proved short-

lived. Soon after his arrival, Pershing assumed temporary 

command of the Southern Department, at San Antonio, upon 

the death of Major General Frederick Funston. 8 

The diminution of the Mexican problem seemed not to 

affect El Paso's newly-won significance as a military cen-

ter. While the Army of the United States was still pursu

ing Villa across dry creek beds, the Department of War had 

approached the municipality on the purchase of twenty-five 

sections of land four miles north of the post limits. In 

early January Washington had designated the city as 

7Ibid., February 8, 1917, 2. 

8Ibid., February 10, 1917, 8; February 14, 1917, 3. 
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receiving and distributing center for the surrounding area. 

The following month the national government announced an 

expenditure of $850,000 for improvements at Fort Bliss to 

house incoming regulars for permanent duty. A representa

tive of the Quartermaster General's Office arrived to lay 

plans for a $100,000 sewer and water system for the base. 

Meanwhile, artillerymen daily pounded a section of mesa 

with .38 Howitzers as the most powerful artillery force 

ever assembled in the nation's history. 9 

Fort Bliss promised to sprout wings. Senator 

Morris Sheppard of Texas introduced an amendment to an 

army appropriations bill in late February asking $650,000 

for purchase of land and erection of a permanent aviation 

post. The next month the University of Texas reached 

agreement with the national government to transfer the 

School of Mines property, in exchange for 105~ acres of 

government-owned sage and sand, to the army for use as an 

. . h . 1 . 10 aviatlon statlon or a osplta slte. 

As Washington and Berlin raced toward war, military 

preparations at El Paso accelerated. In March five local 

firms received authority to bid on the construction of army 

9Minutes of the military affairs committee of the 
El Paso Chamber of Commerce, October 14, 1918, El Paso, 
Texas; El Paso Times, January 12, 1917, 7; February 2, 1917, 
12; February 7, 1917, 5. 

1917, 
nance 

lOEl Paso Times, February 27, 1917, 5; March 28, 
1. The college sold the newly-acquired land to fi
construction and equipment of a new campus. 
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cantonments at several poi,ts along the border, including 

El Paso. The army appropriated more than $1,000,000 for 

the erection of the buildings. Within days the military 

designated El Paso and San Antonio as supply depots for 

the Southern Department, replacing St. Louis as the near

est general supply depot. The report immediately followed 

the creation of a local citizens' committee formed to 

cooperate with the national government in the accumula-

tion of war supplies, should the emergency arise. Civic 

spirit intensified as thousands of El Pasoans publicly 

endorsed President Wilson's retaliative approach to German 

undersea power. Mayor Lea proclaimed Loyalty Day after 

11 Wilson requested from Congress a declaration of war. 

The city plunged into the war effort following 

the Congressional response. An editor raked the six United 

States Senators who voted against the joint resolution. 

In what the local press surmised as the first event of its 

kind, two thousand automobiles decorated with flags and 

bunting swarmed into the streets of El Paso. Every civil 

and fraternal organization at the Pass assisted in the 

preparation of the second annual military tournament, 

which featured a parade of all troops in the area. The 

Chamber of Commerce resolved to support "unreservedly . 

the United States in any capacity," while the Rotary Club 

11Army and Navy Journal, March 31, 1917, 1005; 
El Paso Times, March 31, 1917, 1; April 1, 1917, 1. 
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endorsed universal military service. Blacks voiced their 

loyalty at a meeting in which they requested national 

legislation allowing them a larger enrollment in the 

army and navy. The Red Cross established headquarters . ln 

the office of a local businessman and undertook measures 
. 

to ralse money to meet the needs of hospitals. Students 

of El Paso Hig~ School collected over two hundred dollars 

for the organization by donating the proceeds of a play. 

Political and business leaders celebrated voter registra

tion day with marching bands and parading women "to stimu-

1 t . ,12 a e young men to reglster. 

Registration day, June 5, 1917, marked the culmi-

nation of local and national efforts "to stimulate young 

men to register." When the United States declared war two 

months earlier, the size of its army stood at only two 

hundred thousand men. In order to field an initial force 

five hundred thousand stronger, Congress, on May 19, passed 

the Selective Service Act, requiring registration of all 

males· between eighteen and forty-five years of age. Sub

sequent registrations, which eventually pooled 24,234,000 

men and inducted more than 2,800,000 were held on June 5, 

August 24, and September 12 of the following year. The 

12 1 T. A "1 E Paso lmes, prl 
3 (quotation); April 13, 1917, 
and Navy Journal, May 5, 1917, 
or-dlrectors of the Chamber of 
and quotation). 

6, 1917, 1; April 11, 1917, 
9; April 18, 1917, 7; Army 
1173; Minutes of the board 
Commerce, May 31, 1917 (sec-
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fifth largest city in Texa:;, with a population in excess 

of fifty thousand, El Paso registered 9,370 males in forty

one precincts. As elsewhere, civic leaders manned the 

registration booths. 13 

No small measure of civic enthusiasm for the war 

effort derived from the anticipated enlargement of Fort 

Bliss, with expected attendant benefits. Within a day of 

the declaration of war A. P. Coles, chairman of the mili

tary affairs committee of the Chamber of Commerce, spoke 

to the organization's board of directors on the status of 

the Chamber's offer to the government to provide lands 

for a divisional post, aviation school, and maneuver 

grounds. Submitting telegrams from Colonel R. E. L. Michie 

and Senator Sheppard that the offer remained unpublicized 

at Washington, Cole suggested and the board unanimously 

approved that they send Dr. B. M. Worsham to the national 

capital at an expense of five hundred dollars, payable by 

the Chamber, with letters to various officials. The body 

also proposed to raise a squadron of cavalry in El Paso 

for the division which Theodore Roosevelt was attempting 

14 to create fo.r service in Germany. 

13Mary Elizabeth Bush, "El Paso County, Texas, in 
the First World War," unpublished Master's Thesis, Univer
sity of Texas, 1950, 1, 8, 19-28. 

14Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, April 7, 1917. The plan aborted when Presi
dent Wilson refused permission to Roosevelt to organize 
the cavalry unit. 



429 

The post enlargement measure seemed secure in the 

following weeks. Worsham wrote the Chamber from Washington 

that officials had filed, forgotten, and now found the 

organization's offer. Adjutant General H. P. McCain told 

Senator Sheppard that the matter rested in the hands of the 

commanding general of the Southern Department. On the 

strength of these developments, J. A. Happer, of the El 

Paso Chamber, presented written options on the lands, all 

of which bore the approval of a committee of army officers. 

The members of the military affairs committee attested 

that the prices submitted under the options were fair and 

. bl 15 equ1ta e. 

Events in May all but placed the enlargement of 

Fort Bliss in the outstretched arms of El Paso. A news 

item of May 19 reported that the secretary of war had 

selected El Paso as the site of a division training camp. 

Because of the space required for drill and maneuver pur-

poses to prepare men for combat service, El Pasoans assumed 

that the army and the city stood in agreement on the acqui

sition of land. Lest readers fail to appreciate the enor-

mity of the project, the article noted that a division con

sisted of approximately 27,000 men, or more than 30,000 at 

war strength. Immediate construction appeared necessary. 

15Minutes of the military affairs committee of the 
El Paso Chamber of Commerce, April 7, 1917. 
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The prestigeous Army and Navy Journal also carried the re-

port, identifying El Paso as one of ten sites specifically 

chosen of a proposed thirty-two, and the only location in 

the Southwest to that time. 16 

The evident certainty of a division training center 

at the Pass set many pencils to paper, calculating the 

economic impact. By the end of May the city harbored 

slightly more than eleven thousand troops, down consid

erably from previous months. With a military pay increase 

scheduled to take effect June 1, a newspaper estimated the 

next payroll at approximately $750,000, up from $400,000 

for the current month. An editor surmised that a canton-

ment contained about 1,500 buildings, required roughly 

30,000,000 feet of lumber, 50 miles of piping, perhaps 10 

warehouses, and refrigeration and laundry plants. The work 

would be supervised by the quartermaster officer, but 

actually performed by a civilian contractor and laborers. 

In addition to the stimulus granted the local economy by 

the establishment of a cantonment, the maintenance of an 

army division promised to pump $500,000 weekly into El 

Paso th~ough influx of capital, commercial expansion, and 

h . f d" 17 strengt enlng o ere lts. 

l6El Paso Times, May 19, 1917, 4; Army and Navy 
Journal, May 26, 1917, 1257. 

17El Paso Times, May 28, 1917, 5; El Paso Herald, 
May 28, 1917, 6; September 12, 1917, 6. 
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Until the end of May, 1917, the enlargement of Fort 

Bliss into a divisional training camp appeared an unques

tionable eventuality. Suddenly, Senator Sheppard reported 

that the Department of War was holding the project in abey

ance. Soon El Pasoans learned that no less than the fu-

ture of their city as a military installation stood in 

jeopardy. 18 

The declaration of war had produced no visibly 

serious strain in the long standing harmonious relationship 

between El Paso and the army. In early April Fort Bliss 

officers had complained of the inadequacy of sewer connec

tions linking the base with the city because of the more 

recent connections of city territory to the system. A 

post chaplain was unable to collect $3,500 promised by the 

Chamber of Commerce because of more pressing debts of the 

organization. Two soldiers stole a bulldog from the car of 

a city detective. Such matters do not endanger garrison 

towns. 19 

Moreover, cooperation between the city and the 

fort abounded on every side. As evidence, General George 

Bell notified the Chamber of Commerce of the exodus of 

three thousand Mexicans across the international bridges 

18El Paso Times, June 2, 1917, 1. 

19Minutes of the military affairs committee of the 
Chamber of Commerce, April 5, 1917; Minutes of the board 
of directors of the Chamber of Commerce, April 10, 1917; 
El Paso Times, April 30, 1917, 4 
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in the course of a weekend. Aware that the departure of 

such numbers might sharply reduce the farm labor force in 

the nearby valleys, the officer suggested that the Chamber 

investigate the cause, which, evidently, was the fear of 

Mexican citizens that they would be subject to the draft. 

The El Paso chapter of the Council of Defense, created at 

the instigation of President Wilson and Governor James E. 

Ferguson in April, and consisting of twenty-three prominent 

El Pasoans headed by Winchester Cooley, explained to the 

aliens that the selective service required their registra-

t . b t 1 . 1. . 20 ~on u not actua m~ ~tary serv~ce. 

Another area of cooperation existed ln the control 

of munitions, a problem to national security from the be-

ginning of the war. Accordingly, General Pershing early 

wired the Chamber of Commerce, asking support "in suppres-

sing the sale of arms and ammunition to avoid the danger 

of such munitions falling into the hands of irresponsible 

persons." Subsequently, the board of directors and repre-

sentatives of the army, Department of Justice, customs, and 

city government met with ammunition dealers from throughout 

h 
. 21 

t e c~ty. 

The military representative stated that five of the 

20Hinutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, May 1, 1917; Bush, "El Paso County," 39, 42 .. 

21Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, April 20, 1917. 
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larger firearms dealers we~e cooperating in a plan approved 

by the government, but a number of smaller dealers were 

not conforming. He suggested that pressure from political 

and business leaders might bring them into line, with gov

ernment seizure as a last resort. Mayor Charles Davis 

viewed pawnbrokers as the worst offenders. Several per

sons emphasized that Mexicans not be singled out for dis

armament or registration, as there were many loyal Ameri

can citizens among them. The conferees proposed a mayoral 

committee to disarm "irresponsible persons" and telegraphed 

Pershing, promising cooperation and suggesting that General 

Bell regulate all munitions shipments from El Paso. 22 

El Paso's war with the army that endangered the 

continued existence of a military presence in the city 

sprang not from local or regional disputes, but originated 

in the Department of War. It centered around Secretary 

Newton D. Baker's abhorence of liquor and prostitution ~n 

the presence of soldiers and his conviction that both 

evils thrived at the Pass. Reformist elements in El Paso 

encouraged this attitude. Consequently, the exigencies of 

war forced the city to choose between its traditional len

ient attitude toward pleasures of the palate and the flesh, 

and risk losing its military endowment, or suppress sin to 

22 rbid. 
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keep the soldiers and forsake its spicy heritage. 23 

El Paso's dual roles as an army and frontier town 

had long ago fashioned an irresistible toleration of cater-

ers to baser instincts. In the remembered past transients 

cheated at cards, drank themselves mean, shot up the town, 

satisfied their sensual desires, and were back on the trail 

in the course of a full evening. Law and order advocates, 

smarting from El Paso's expanding notoriety, gradually 

brought the gunmen to heel and ended open gambling. The 

liquor and women, however, constituted another matter. 

Some city fathers had profited personally from their pre-

sence in the past, and other responsible citizens believed 

1. f d d . 24 tuem necessary or tra e an conventlons. 

Temptation has tracked the soldier through history. 

During the Mexican War, Colonel Alexander W. Doniphan or

dered his troops to refrain from gambling in the streets of 

Paso del Norte in order to clear the thoroughfares of ob-

struction. While the commander may have interferred with 

the men's fascination with monte, chuck-a-luck, twenty-one, 

and faro, evidently he did not deny them the joys of fan

dangos and "unpurchased kindness" from the senoritas. A 

medical officer at Fort Bliss lamented in 1872: "There are 

23 . h c. H. Cramer, Newton D. Baker, A Blograp y 
(Cleveland, 1961), 100. 

_2 4owen White, Out of the Desert: The Historical 
Romance of El Paso (El Pas~ 1923), 203,32~ 
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plenty of Mexican women of easy virtue who are willing to 

accomodate anyone who will pay for their charms. These 

and the periodical drunk on the arrival of the paymaster 

constitute the principal amusements of the soldiers at this 

25 post." 

Nor had moral conditions improved perceptively by 

the removal of the fort to the mesa, five miles distant 

from the city. An Inspector General's report ln 1894 ob-

served that because the barracks were located in one cor-

ner of the reservation, "Low groggeries have sprung up, on 

private land, within a stone's throw of the officer's 

quarters." An adjoining area, Lynchville, gained notoriety 

for drunken shootings, sometimes fatal, in the gin mills 

of its interior. The army prohibited the sale of intoxi-

cants at post exchanges, but commanding officers often ap-

peared to condone the painted women as an emotional outlet 

26 
for their troops. 

Secretary Baker steeled himself against such con

ditions. In addition to moral objections, not uncommonly 

held by Progressives, Baker regarded liquor and prostitu

tion, the latter with an attendant danger of venereal dis-

ease, as definite threats to the health and preparedness of 

25Ibid., 311 Medical Histories of Fort Bliss, 1865-
1894, Volume 33, 285, Adjutant General's Office, National 
Archives, Washington, D.C. (quotation). 

26Records of the Office of the Inspector General, 
Adjutant General's Office, Record Group 159, National Ar
chives, 34. 
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servicemen. While surveying conditions among soldiers 

along the Rio Grande during the Mexican Revolution, Baker 

had received lurid stories concerning drunkenness, social 

diseases, and lack of discipline in army camps along the 

frontier. Accordingly, he dispatched Raymond Fosdick, a 

brother of minister Henry Emerson Fosdick and a member of 

the American Philosophical Association, to the interna-

tional boundary in 1916. Fosdick reported that army in-

stallations at San Antonio, Laredo, and El Paso were ringed 

by saloons and disorderly houses, with women flocking to 

those points from across the nation. Fosdick further al-

leged that many officers, including General Funston, re

mained indifferent to the matter. 27 

Baker- moved quickly against the iniquities de-

scribed by Fosdick. He placed the establishments off lim-

its to men of the khaki, ordered commanders to cooperate 

·with local law officers in enforcing his edict, and 

. . . h 1 f 28 threatened unrepentant communltles Wlt oss o troops. 

Moral reformers hastened to encourage Baker. A 

San Antonio clergyman pressed Funston on his views as re

ported by Fosdick. This prompted the commander of the 

Southern Department to assure the minister, "So far as I 

can have any influence over the stationing of troops along 

27cramer, Newton D. Baker, 99-100. 

28 rbid. 
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the border, I am going to glve the preference to those 

cities and towns where the best moral conditions prevail." 

Funston denied ever having held or expressed contrary 

sentiments. The Men's Club of St. Luke's Church, Evanston, 

Illinois, urged Baker to close "all saloons and evil re-

sorts" near army camps, "just as other unsanitary condi-

tions would be cleared away; and our sons, brothers, and 

fathers be not called to jeopardize their souls as well 

as their bodies in the service of their country." Baker 

thanked the church group for "the purpose and spirit" of 

the resolution. 29 

El Paso had anticipated Baker's actions along the 

border by closing its ancient red light district earlier 

in the year. A local editorial praising the move empha-

sized the district's detrimental effect on "the normal 

development of the city," because of the area's proximity 

to the business center. The editorial noted that state 

laws forbade the establishment of a new tenderloin area. 30 

The funeral oration for El Paso vice, it quickly 

developed, was premature. Within a week residents of the 

29Frederick Funston to Reverend Charles E. McStra
vick, Fort Sam Houston, Texas, September 28, 1916, Records 
of the Adjutant General's Office, 1780s-1917, Record Group 
94, AGO file 2473774, National Archives (first quotation); 
The Men's Club of St. I~ke's Church to Newton D. Baker, 
Evanston, Illinois, February 23, 1917, AGO file 2542753, 
·Ibid. (second quotation); Newton D. Baker toR. F. Babcock, 
Washington D.C., February 26, 1917, ibid. (third quotation). 

30El Paso Herald, March 1, 1917, 6. 



south side, a section popularly known as Chihuahuita 

because of its preponderantly Mexican population, com

plained that the city was tolerating an informal reser

vation in their midst. "Immoral women can locate their 
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residence and carry out their trade unmolested," asserted 

an official of the Alianza Hispano-Americana, "regardless 

of the petitions signed by a good number of heads of fam-

l.ll"tes" 1· · · h 31 lVlng ln t e area. 

The declaration of war pressed Secretary Baker to 

further action. He appointed Fosdick chairman of a com-

mittee on training camp activities with the goals of en-

couraging recreational facilities in the camps and adjoin-

ing communities and of advising the department on the 

control of moral hazards associated with camp life. Draw-

ing on his conviction that unhealthy moral environments 

issued from a lack of wholesome entertainment and a failure 

on the part of the larger community to provide it, Baker 

instructed Fosdick to promote cooperation between military 

and civil leaders to offer servicemen healthy amusements. 32 

Baker's stance met the approval of the Council of 

National Defense, which received an exhaustive report from 

the General Medical Board on conditions among European 

armies. The document attacked the presence of infectious 

31 rbid., March 8, 1916, 6. 

32New York Times, May 6, 1917, 3. 
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diseases and alcoholism at the military commands which pro-

vided information for the study. Accordingly, the Council 

recommended the creation of vice-free zones around Ameri-

can bases. A member of the Council prophesied: "A clean, 

wholesome, temperate life among troops will in the end 

make for our civil advancement, compared to which the cost 

of the war is nothing." Baker announced that only cities 

and towns that actively protected soldiers from vice 

ld b . d d 1 . f . . 3 3 wou e consl ere as ocatlons or army tralnlng camps. 

El Paso was not without adherents of a morally 

unblemished military. After a drunken soldier unknow-

ingly drove an army truck into Mexico, a woman wished aloud 

that authorities would close all saloons to servicemen. 

A prominent businessman wrote Senator Sheppard that clan-

destine prostitution flourished in the rooming houses and 

hotels of the city despite toleration of a segregated dis-

trict, indicating that the latter had "not been a protec-

tion to the rest of the city." The customs collector ad-

vised Secretary Baker to ask the Chamber of Commerce to 

aid in ridding the city of vice dens, commenting, "[I] am 

afraid some do not appreciate [the]necessity of complying 

with your recent statement." The reformist Herald editor

ialized that, as was the case with the prohibition of local 

gambling in 1904, "The dollars and cents argument may get 

33Ibid., May 7, 1917, 2 (quotation); El Paso Times, 
May 26, 1917, 3. 
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action again, whereas the Long years of arguing along other 

lines have seemed to fall flat."34 

Civic fathers, stunned by the cancellation of the 

promised cantonment and uncertain of the reasons, pondered 

various approaches to restore the accord with Washington. 

They considered the possibility that the Department of War 

regarded local land prices as excessive. As early as Jan-

uary, a news item had described "the sudden and substan-

tial rise in property values in that section" desired by 

the department for the conversion of Fort Bliss into a 

divisional post. The article stated that owners of certain 

strategic small tracts among the needed 17,000 acres of 

land were asking from $50 to $300 per acre. Thus frus-

trated in its efforts to acquire the property and offer it 

free to the national government upon condition of the en-

largement of the fort, the Chamber of Commerce had obtained 

options on several other sites which it presumed would be 

. f h 35 sat1s actory to t e army. 

Other possible expla~ations surfaced. Newspapers 

surmised that because the National Guard expected to serve 

in chilly France, authorities believed that guardsmen 

3 4El Paso Herald, May 9, 1917, 6; June 4, 1917, 6 
(third quotation);~~ Campbell to Hon. Morris Sheppard, 
El Paso, Texas, May 31, 1917, Records of the Adjutant Gen
eral's Office, Record Group 94, National Archives (first 
quotation); Zach Lamar Cobb to Hon. Newton D. Baker, El 
Paso, Texas, May 31, 1917, ibid. (second quotation). 

35El Paso Times, January 6, 1917, 5. 
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should not train in the wa·cm South. They also meditated 

on the extensive costs of constructing cantonments, the 

scarcity of labor, and the report that Washington wished 

to place only one training camp in each state. Some El 

Pasoans attributed significance to the fact that a local 

jury had failed to convict W. B. Sands, a state ranger, 

for the alleged murder of a popular army sergeant, Owen 

Bierne. But the Secretary of War's known opposition to 

vicious conditions immediately preoccupied the municipal 

leadership. 36 

Mayor Davis consulted political and business 

leaders to determine the future of El Paso's segregated 

district. City officials deliberated Baker's recent state-

ment that communities with military garrisons must morally 

cleanse the areas in close contact with the camps, while 

they considered a new closure of the red light district 

and an assault on the varlous clubs and houses operating 

outside the district. The mayor disclosed to reporters 

that the city intended to take measures necessary to assure 

the attainment of a training camp: "If it is necessary to 

close the district to secure the cantonment, we will do so, 

but I am not so sure that this is the purpose of Mr. Bak-

er's letter." Local businessmen, spurred by an address 

from a Y. M. C. A. official which emphasized the moral 

36Ibid., June 2, 1917, l; June 17, 1917, 6. 
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tones of Baker's pronouncements, appointed an advisory 

committee to the city council to aid in obtaining a can

tonment.37 

On June 1 Mayor Davis met with the board of direc-

tors of the Chamber of Commerce. Remarking that he did 

not wish to pose as a reformer or to assume that he could 

regulate a vice that had existed "since the dawn of his-

tory, II he again promised that he would close the immoral 

houses "and order the women to desist," if Washington in

sisted that such was mandatory to secure the cantonment. 38 

El Pasoans remained confused as to the official po-

sition of the Department of War. A. P. Coles, chairman of 

the military affairs committee of the Chamber of Commerce, 

contended that General Bell was unaware of any opposition 

on the part of Secretary Baker to locate a training base at 

the Pass. The organization, consequently, named a commit-

tee to travel to the Southern Department headquarters at 

San Antonio and, if necessary, to Washington in order to 

determine the course the city should follow.
39 

Baker ended any doubt concerning the depth of his 

conviction on morality by issuing a jolting statement the 

following day. "El Paso must clean up," trumpeted the 

cabinet official. "I am in receipt of daily reports 

37El Paso Herald, May 30, 1917, 1. 

38Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, June 1, 1917. 

39 rbid. 
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showing social conditions to which our soldiers are sub

jected which can no longer be tolerated," he asserted. 

Baker added that he had undertaken a study of vice condi

tions in the area that might result not only in preventing 

a cantonment from locating in El Paso, but could cause the 

removal of troops from Fort Bliss to more discerning posts. 

Also critical of conditions at San Antonio, the secretary 

threatened a "rude awakening" to garrison cities that 

f d t f t 1 . 40 reuse o con orm o regu atlons. 

The spotlight on vice sparked an immediate reac-

tion from locals. The Ministerial Alliance of El Paso 

and the congregations of the principal evangelical churches 

emphatically endorsed Baker's stand. The Herald also 

hailed the secretary's position. Senator Sheppard wired 

Baker that city leaders planned to close the segregated 

district "at once" and maintain morality on a "high level" 

"f h d . d 41 l t e secretary eslre . 

The chief of police moved quickly to throttle the 

red light district. Within.days of Baker's ringing denun

ciation of El Paso, police estimated that only 18 of 104 

women who had occupied quarters in the notorious block of 

Tenth and San Jacinto streets remained, and the 

40 1 T" E Paso 1mes, 

41 rbid., June 4, 
1917, 6; Morris Sheppard 
ton, D.C., June 5, 1917, 
Office, Record Group 94, 

June 3, 1917, 1. 

1917, 10; El Paso Herald, June 4, 
to Hon. Newton D. Baker, Washing
Records of the Adjutant General's 
National Archives (quotation). 
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surv~vors prepared for immLnent departure. According to 

one of the women, business in the district had been slowed 

of late by the competition of uptown rooming houses for the 

civilian dollar, leaving to the cribs financially modest 

soldiers. Another woman complained that the army had ruined 

their business, with soldiers behaving as though the houses 

existed only for their benefit, driving away the liberal

spending civilians. With the knowledge that many of the 

prostitutes merely had moved to other sections of the city, 

Mayor Davis ordered a cleanup of the entire city the next 
42 day. 

The mayor immediately telegraphed Secretary Baker 

of his decision. He stated that city officials had toler-

ated the red light area from conviction that the army 

desired its existence. "My administration stands ready to 

conform with your requirements," he wired. "Please ad-

vise." The department curtly replied: "The War Depart

ment is determined not to locate cantonments in [the] 

neighborhood of [a] community maintaining a segregated 

d . . 1143 
~str~ct. 

The soldier was not without a reaction to the 

studied elimination of one of his few off-duty pleasures. 

An indignant resident of Fort Bliss recorded his 

42El Paso Times, June 7, 1917, 2. 

43 rbid., June 8, 1917, 12-
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unsolicited opinion, no doubt representative of countless 

others, in a letter to a local newspaper: 

Why not let the soldiers of El Paso have a 
little to say about the 'Red Light District?' 

It is a well known fact that the people of 
El Paso, as well as other cities, have little 
use for a man in uniform, and they warn their 
daughters to keep away from soldiers. 

If we can't associate with decent women, 
why keep us away from the others? Why not 
close the district to the m~n of El Paso and 
open it for men in uniform? 4 

If the ardent soldier also imbibed spirits, he had 

additional reason to complain of impositions on his social 

life. With the intentions of saving grain and maintaining 

servicemen in a condition of physical and moral prepared-

ness, Secretary Baker had managed to include a provision 

in the selective service act which prohibited the sale of 

intoxicants to military personnel and established dry 

zones around bases. In El Paso this meant the closing of 

saloons in treacherous Lynchville, "a settlement," opined 

a military correspondent, "which has been a rendezvous for 

things that should not be allowed to exist near any mili

tary grounds." It also meant that thirsty soldiers exer

cised their traditional ingenuity. According to a report-

er, servicemen pooled their resources to rent a room and 

purchase one suit of civilian clothes. Then one of the 

men, dressed as a plain citizen, bought a suitcase full 

44El Paso Herald, June 28, 1917, 6. 
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of liquor and the soldiers converted the room into a pr~

vate club, rekindling their resources for the next occa

sion. Supposedly, one non-commissioned officer rented .a 

room on a weekly basis.45 

El Paso gamely threw itself into the task of re-

vers~ng Secretary Baker's concept of it. In the first 

bond issue of the war, the city oversubscribed its quota 

by more than $300,000, as 62,000 residents pledged in 

excess of $2,000,000. At the same time, however, Wash-

ington announced the final selections of the sixteen sites 

for training the first recruits. San Antonio, Fort Worth, 

Waco, and Houston represented Texas, with El Paso conspic-

uously missing from the list. Further, the army chose a 

Boston firm to build the cantonment at Fort Sam Houston. 

Neither bond sales nor restrictions on liquor and loose 

women moved Newton Baker.
46 

Baker later told President Wilson the procedure 

by which his department had designated the locations of 

the training camps. He stated that in every instance in 

which the department had made an unequivocal recommenda

tion, the secretary had confirmed the choice. "Where 

department commanders have expressed doubts in their own 

45 d Cramer, Newton D. Baker, 100; Army an Navy 
Journal, June 9, 1917, i349 (quotation); El Paso Herald, 
June 27, 1917, 6. 

46El Paso Times, June 15, 1917, 1; June 16, 1917, 
1; New York Times, June 21, 1917, 3. 
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minds," explained Baker, "I have caused the papers to be 

reviewed for me by General Garlington, former Inspector 

General of the Army, and upon his advice have determined 

several of the locations. II Nevertheless, Baker's 

emphatic denunciations of conditions in El Paso gave 

currency to the belief that the secretary personally dis

approved of placing a cantonment at the Pass. 47 

El Paso bid in a highly competitive market. Wash-

ington operated under extreme pressure from communities 

across the nation and from contractors seeking a share of 

the profits. The criteria set by the department for can-

tonrnent sites, however, only puzzled the West Texans fur

ther. "Apart from the necessity of placing each canton-

ment on dry ground with an ample supply of good water and 

natural facilities for drainage," stated a news report of 

distant origin, the site must be "accessible to railroads 

which would not be overtaxed . at the very moment 

when troops were to be moved." El Pasoans had pressed 

these arguments to Washington for years as reasons to en

large Fort Bliss.
48 

Significantly, when Bascom Johnson, of the commit

tee in charge of training camp activities, arrived in El 

Paso in mid-June, his expressed interest lay in eradicating 

47Frederick Palmer, Newton D. Baker, America at 
War (New York, 1931), I, 241. 

48 New York Times, June 20, 1917, 10. 
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the remaining elements of vice ln the city. To a meeting 

of the board of directors of the Chamber of Commerce, which 

included city and federal officials in attendance, Johnson 

announced that there remained "much to be done." He de-

scribed visits to roadhouses near the base which were 

"filled with women" and in which "liquors of all kinds 

were being served." He also called attention to a number 

of hotels, "hotbeds of vice," which should have been sup-
49 pressed. 

Local officials manfully attempted explanations. 

The district attorney said he was doing all possible to 

control the "festering sore," Lynchville. The sheriff 

stated that the closure of the red light district had 

scattered the prostitutes throughout the city, causing a 

more unmanageable problem. A member of the Chamber of 

Commerce commented that married women in the Mexican dis-

trict often entertained soldiers, but since they owned 

their homes and had children, they were difficult to pro-

secute under the existing vice laws. A representative of 

the Department of Justice expressed belief that no local 

official was derelict. On the suggestion of Johnson, the 

men formally asked the Department of War to dispatch an 

agent to cooperate with local authorities in enforcing 

the liquor and vice laws and to report to Washington at 

49Hinutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, June 19, 1917. 
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frequent intervals to put a.n end to "false rumors" regard

ing the city. 50 

The chosen one proved to be Cecil B. North, pro

fessor of sociology at the University of Ohio and a member 

of the committee on welfare work in military training 

camps. Appearing before the board of directors of the 

Chamber of Commerce, North urged that El Pasoans provide 

recreation for soldiers who might be stationed at the Pass 

during the war. While he did not believe that El Paso 

stood to gain a training camp, he thought the city could, 

"if warranted," receive sufficient soldiers during the 

summer to maintain a garrison of between 25,000 and 30,000 

troops. For this reason, North suggested, the city should 

provide a recreational club in the downtown district, with 

facilities for baths, bowling, pool, and cards, but with-

bl
. 51 out gam ~ng. 

A woman representing the Equal Franchise League of 

El Paso warmly endorsed North's proposal. With no trace 

of irony, she stated that "it would be a good thing to in

terest the women of El Paso in the soldiers" and that there 

was nothing a serviceman so enjoyed "as to talk with a good 

woman." When reminded by a Chamber member that local women 

had vetoed a plan of businessmen the previous year to 

50 rbid. 

51 rbid., June 26, 1917. 



establish three amusement halls for soldiers featuring 

dancing, beer, drinks, and tobacco, she replied that 

since the law now prohibited beer, she was not opposed 

t d . 52 o anc1.ng. 
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During North's six-weeks residency, the city un

dertook various measures to provide soldiers with the type 

of recreation for which Washington hungered. The Chamber 

of Commerce immediately created the soldiers' welfare 

committee, as proposed by the secretary of the Y. M. C. A. 

The three-member committee worked closely with the board 

of directors to establish a downtown servicemen's club. 

The chairman of the Chamber's finance committee approv-

ingly noted that the city's efforts in the past, though 

well intentioned, had been directed by individuals, where-

as now the entire community was pursuing the well-being 

f h lcl . 53 o t e so 1.er. 

The Chamber of Commerce, nevertheless, acted as the 

guiding agent of the community conscience. Since the pub

lic library lacked sufficient funds to meet the reading 

needs of servicemen, the soldiers' welfare committee 

raised by canvass 1,400 volumes for their enjoyment. The 

committee also voted an annual expenditure of $6,000 for a 

soldiers' club, while the board approved an outlay of 

52 rbid. 

53Minutes of the soldiers' welfare committee of 
the Chamber of Commerce, June 30, 1917. 
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$3,500 for a swimming pool at Fort Bliss. The Chamber and 

the Equal Franchise League inaugurated open air concerts 

for servicemen and the public at Cleveland Square. By 

the time of North's departure, the Chamber had installed 

an army and community recreational committee, a coordinat

ing committee with sub-divisions entitled: soldiers' 

club, education, entertainment, athletics and parks, 

soldiers viewpoint, juvenile welfare, church relations, 

and finance. Its executive committee included city ad

ministrators as well as businessmen. 54 

Welfare work continued apace throughout the year. 

The Red Cross sponsored "The Festival of the Allies," 

providing free admission and lemonade to all soldiers and 

allowing servicemen tor the first time to appear on a 

dance floor in uniform. The Martha Washington Circle 

announced an intention to supply 1,500 soldiers with 

laundry bags, "the most needed article for soldiers at 

the present time." The commanding officer at Fort Bliss 

declined the offer of a local doctor to present illus-

trated lectures on prophylactics to the troops on the 

ground that the men heard "more than enough on such mat

ters." The Chamber of Commerce appointed a black minis-

ter, the Reverend H~ A. Wells, to head a committee to meet 

the recreational needs of the approximately one hundred 

54El Paso Times, July 10, 1917, 4; August 2, 1917, 
7; August 10, 1917, 11. 
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Negro soldiers in the dist~ict.55 

In October, 1917, the Chamber of Commerce an

nounced contributions of $14,950 from the citizens of El 

Paso for benefits to servicemen. The national committee 

of the organization urged continued efforts and proposed 

an official annual budget of $15,000. "I hesitate to 

suggest the monetary benefits which El Paso has received 

from the army stationed in this community," stated an of

ficial (who unhesitatingly placed the monthly payroll at 

$700,000) which, together with military purchases of sup

plies, benefitted the city to the extent of approximately 

$1,000,000 monthly. The same month El Pasoans pledged 

over 

more 

$2,000,000 in Liberty Bonds, exceeding the quota by 

than a half-million dollars. 56 

The servicemen reciprocated by offering the com-

munity an increasing measure of entertainment. The Eighth 

Cavalry Band provided a series of concerts for local music 

lovers who traveled the few miles to the fort. The Fifth 

Cavalry baseball team delighted sports fans with a string 

of victories over the Eighth Cavalry and the Ambulance 

Company. And although the first Fourth of July of the 

SSibid., September 27, 1917, 7; October 20, 1917, 
7,(quotation); Minutes of the soldiers' welfare and recre
ation board of the Chamber of Commerce, October 12, 1917; 
Army and Navy Journal, October 20, 1917, 285. 

56Minutes of the soldiers' welfare and recreation 
hoard of the Chamber of Commerce, October 12, 1917; El Paso 
Times, October 24, 191/, 4; October 28, 1917, 1. 
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global war passed with unu·;ual solemnity in El Paso as 

across the nation, the Eighth Cavalry furnished a day of 

respite from international tensions by presenting a slate 

of musical and athletic events for the occasion. 57 

Meanwhile, the city continued to strive for an 

increased military establishment. Finding that El Paso 

was not among the communities scheduled to receive train-

ing camps, the presiding judge in the Sands-Bierne murder 

case suggested that the city forward a transcript of the 

proceedings to Secretary Baker in hopes of satisfying 

Washington that there was no miscarriage of justice. Ac-

cording to rumor, the Department of War was at the time 

investigating the trial which had resulted in a hung jury. 

The court reporter agreed to make a transcript for little 

more than half the customary fee, which the Chamber of 

Commerce paid because the city lacked authorization for the 

expenditure. The gesture represented yet another attempt 

by El Pasoans to fathom the thoughts of Secretary Baker, 

who rarely shaped those thoughts into public pronounce

ments other than condemnations of whisky and sin.
58 

In August A. P. Coles, chairman of the military 

affairs committee of the Chamber of Commerce, received an 

5 7El Paso Times, May 19, 1917, 5; June 4, 1917, 
4; July 4, 1917, ll; July 5, 1917, 11; July 8, 1917, 16. 

58Minutes of the special committee of the Chamber 
of Commerce, June 21, 1917. 
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optimistic note from Senator Sheppard. The latter re

quested the committee to renew options on the 15,500 acres 

originally selected by army officers for the enlargement of 

Fort Bliss. Sheppard also suggested that the Chamber send 

a representative to Washington to press the original pro

posal to secure the property for the national government 

at a cost of $155,000, adding that he now thought the army 

receptive to the offer. 59 

Accordingly, Coles placed the matter before his 

committee. He told the group that in his opinion El Paso 

had lost the training camp because the city lacked a rep-

resentative at the crucial point when the appropriations 

bill came before the House committee. "We sent Dr. War-

sham to Washington to have our claim properly represent-

ed," stated Coles. "He had it approved by the army col-

lege, then by the chief of staff, and finally by the 

quartermaster general," he said. However, Senator Shep

pard "forgot to follow it into the [House] committee," and 

that body struck the appropriation for the cantonment at 

El Paso. 60 

Coles called attention to rumors circulating lo-

cally that the city had lost the training camp because 

members of the military affairs committee had attempted 

59El Paso Times, August 11, 1917, 12. 

60 rbid. 



455 

to bilk the government of two or three hundred thousand 

dollars. U. S. Stewart proposed that the committee sub

mit a full report to the newspapers to demonstrate that 

the Chamber had offered the lands to the government at 

the prices that the owners had set. Stewart emphasized 

that Washington, not El Paso, had initiated the purchase. 

Army officers alone had selected the land on the mesa and 

suggested that the Chamber obtain options on the property. 

J. A. Happer, a realtor, consented to assist the govern-

ment and succeeded in acquiring the options, attested 

Stewart. 61 

Coles provided specifics. The Chamber of Commerce 

acquired a large portion of the property from the Texas 

and Pacific Railroad, which agreed to the price of $7.50 

per acre only on condition that the tract be used for 

military purposes. Other tracts went for prices ranging 

between $8 and $15 per acre, and one brought $10,000 

because of improvements which included three water wells, 

for an average of $10 per acre. The owners paid no com

missions, the Chamber of Commerce paid all costs, and mem

bers of the military affairs committee absorbed a part of 

62 
the cost from their own pockets. 

Less than a week after Sheppard's note had raised 

61 rbid., Minutes of the military affairs committee 
of the Chamber of Commerce, August 10, 1917. 

62El Paso_Times, August 11, 1917, 2. 
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community spirits, President John Wyatt of the Chamber of 

Commerce addressed the board of directors in somber tones. 

He expressed concern that El Paso could lose Fort Bliss, 

barring some immediate action to salvage it. Wyatt asser

ted that the city had failed to obtain a cantonment be-

cause of overconfidence and the absence of a lobbyist in 

Washington at the proper time. Conversely, Fort Worth, 

San Antonio, Houston, Waco, and nearby Deming, sites 

selected for cantonments by the Department of War, had 

employed representatives to inform them of military af-

fairs. Through strenuous efforts Dallas secured an avia-

tion camp at a time when El Paso was unaware that a gov-

ernmental committee was inspecting sites for aviation 

stations. This despite the fact that an El Pasoan, acting 

through the Chamber, had offered the army, free of charge, 

63 a tract of land for that purpose. 

Wyatt's comments spurred the board to action. It 

appointed a committee to solicit $2,000 from hotels, 

whole sale grocers, and other establishments which re

ceived the handsomest benefits from the presence of troops 

at El Paso to send A. J. Rapper as a delegate to Washing

ton. Regarded as the El Pasoan ln closest touch with 

military authorities, Happer sought to locate an aviation 

63Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, August 16, 1917. 
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station near Fort Bliss and exploit any opportunity to 

acqu~re the training camp lately retrieved by the Depart

ment of War from Palo Alto, California. 64 

Secretary Baker was dempnstrating dissatisfaction 

with conditions surrounding national army cantonments 

and national guard camps at that very moment. In mid

August he dispatched identical letters to the mayors of 

all cities and towns in the neighborhood of those instal

lations and to sheriffs in every county in which they 

were located. Baker warned that unless local authorities 

supressed vice resorts, the communities stood in danger 

of losing their troops. He urged that city and county of-

ficials eliminate immoral habitations, even those beyond 

the five-mile cordons, if within easy access of the posts. 

Such controversy evidently caused Des Moines, Iowa, to 

reconsider whether it desired the designated cantonment. 

An El Paso editor, calculating the worth of a camp at 

$27,395,000 to the local economy, conjectured that if 

Des Moines passed it by, "El Paso will take it."
65 

The city's inability to obtain the once assured 

cantonment remained a topic of much speculation at the 

Pass. Admitting that "nobody knows" the reason, the 

Herald reviewed the most often repeated explanations: 

64Ibid.; Army and Navy Journal, September 8, 1917, 
69. 

65New York Times, August 17, 1917, 12; El Paso 
Herald, August 28, 1917, 6 (quotation). 
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dust, the Sands trial, polLtics, profiteering. None suf

ficed. Other camps were dustier; no one in the Department 

of War had bothered to examine the court transcript sent 

by the Chamber of Commerce; Deming had not stolen El 

Paso's cantonment, as both had been designated as sites, 

originally; and knowledgeable persons discounted the alle

gation of manipulated land prices. 66 

The Herald suggested a new beginning. "The way 

to start," advised the editorial, "is to tell the govern-

ment that it can have anything we have,. free of rent." If 

owners refused to offer the land gratis, citizens should 

lease it and turn it over to the government. Little Rock, 

Arkansas, collected $300,000 for the acquisition of pro-

perty for its training camp, and Demingites raised money 

to lease all the land desired by the army at Camp Cody. 

"Land beyond Fort Bliss is good for very little except 

for the use of the government," a fact well known in 

Washington. The editorialist estimated the cost of the 

loss of the cantonment to El Paso at $25,000,000 annual-

1 67 y. 

several 

free for 

A. J. Coles responded to the Herald's editorial 

days later. "I wish to say that land was offered 

the cantonment, just as it was glven for the 

66El Paso Herald, September 14, 1917, 6. 

67 Ibid. 
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national guard a year ago,'' wrote the chairman of the mil

itary affairs committee. He stated that the owners of

fered the same land to the government. The option on the 

15,500 acres north of the city "had nothing to do with the 

cantonment site," as it was secured months in advance of 

any discussion of a training camp. Senator Sheppard, ac

cording to Coles, was now drafting a new bill appropriat

ing $155,000 for the acreage, the entire amount having 

been paid by the Chamber of Commerce. "Critics," re

proached Coles, "should not make false statements." 68 

However, J. H. Nations, another prominent El 

Pasoan, returned to the theme of the editorial. "El Paso 

did not show the proper spirit, all to my views, last 

summer " he declared. Nations asserted that then "was ' 

the time that the land should have been purchased and 

given to the government." He called upon all citizens, 

not merely a few individuals, to cooperate in measures 

for the improvement of the city. 69 

Building activity and rumors of further activity 

at Fort Bliss persisted through 1917. By September fifty 

shacks perched on the grounds near the base hospital for 

the care of isolated cases. The army also completed a new 

pumping station and enlarged the bakery to accomodate a 

68 rbid., September 17, 1917, 6. 

69 rbid. 



population of twenty thous~nd. The government provided 

for construction of five new sheds for motor trucks and 

a gasoline station. 70 
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In November a report reached the Pass that the De

partment of War contemplated clearing an artillery range 

spanning a quarter-million acres of government land ten 

miles north of Fort Bliss. El Paso appeared in this 

instance to hold an advantage over competing Texas cities 

because of the vast amount of free land required by the 

government to fire its largest pieces. While the depart-

ment remained undecided, it dispatched fifteen hundred 

71 artillerymen to the post the following month. 

Washington established a regular cavalry clivi-

sional headquarters at El Paso, heralded as the first 

since Civil War days, with allocations for eleven thousand 

men. Over two hundred cavalrymen and officers arrived at 

the Pass near the end of the year. A Washington spokesman 

rekindled local hopes for a cantonment when he told the 

board of directors of the Chamber of Commerce that the De-

partment of War was considering relocating some camps, 

particularly the one at Salt Lake City, further south

ward.72 

70El Paso Times, September 16, 1917, 8. 

71 rbid., November 3, 1917, 7. 
72 . 

Ibid., December 11, 1917, 1; Minutes of the 
board of directors of the Chamber of Co~erce, November 
6, 1917. 
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El Paso displayed uncertainty, however, as to whether it 

desired every manner of military installation. Shortly 

after sending Happer to Washington, the Chamber of Com

merce learned that the surgeon general was eyeing the city 

as a site for an army recuperation camp. The local press 

supported the idea. The Times reported that a recupera

tion center would benefit the area more greatly than would 

a cantonment, since the former required permanent, rather 

than temporary, buildings. The West Texas climate, good 

water, and plentiful land it found ideally suited to com

bat tuberculosis, which infected at least five percent of 

enlisted men. "The fact that a city is known as a health 

resort," editorialized the Herald, "has never kept well 

73 people away." 

The military affairs committee of the Chamber of 

Commerce, nevertheless, appeared to doubt that statement. 

It unanimously recommended that the board of directors 

wire Happer, "El Paso does not desire the location in or 

near this city of a tubercular or recuperation camp." 

After debate the board decided to instruct Happer "not to 

oppose it if [the] government on [its] own motion" wished 

74 
to locate the facility at the Pass. 

73 El Paso Times, August 28, 1917, 5; El Paso 
Herald, September 14, 1917, 6. 

74Minutes of the military affairs committee of 
the Chamber of Commerce, August 28, 1917 (first quota
tion); Hinutes of the board of directors of the Chamber of 
Commerce, August 28, 1917 (second quotation). 
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The Chamber subsequently called a public meeting 

to plumb public opinion on the issue. Since only twenty

seven El Pasoans attended, the organization considered a 

post card poll as a referendum. The sparse crowd en

dorsed the location of a rest camp after hearing Rapper's 

statement that patients would not be allowed off the 

premises except on special occasions. Speakers at the 

meeting expressed belief that a health facility would 

place the government's stamp of approval on El Paso and 

that many recovered servicemen would remain in the area as 

good citizens. Unlike some members of the Chamber, the 

audience did not fear that the installation would jeopard

ize the industrialization of the area. 75 

The mail poll, taken in October, also favored the 

recuperation camp by a margin of 225 to 114. Accordingly, 

in a reversal of its original position, the Chamber of 

Commerce now actively pursued the camp. The board of 

directors instructed the secretary to telegraph Washing-

ton of El Paso's interest in securing one of the three 

d . . 7 6 propose san1tor1a. 

While civic fathers strove to augment the military 

complex at El Paso, a controversy exploded over conditions 

and practices at the existing garrison. The Herald 

75El Paso Times, September 19, 1917, 11. 
76Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 

of Commerce, October 22, 1917; January 30, 1918. 
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reported in September that the government had torn down 

many of the structures built the previous year to house 

the multitude of national guardsmen. "It seems incred

ible, but true," stated the newspaper, that "considerable" 

quantities of lumber were stacked and burned. 77 

A month later a columnist for the same publication 

wrote, "One by one the buildings erected in the summer of 

1916 have all been torn down by the government . . . al-

though erected at a cost of much over a million dollars." 

Reportedly, very little lumber had been saved from any of 

them, even boards eight feet long and more being consigned 

to flames. "The government has actually burned several 

thousand dollars worth of the best possible fuel . 

while poor people will go this winter without fuel 

and the government is taking control of the coal supply of 

the country in order to prevent suffering." The article 

quoted the superintendent of city water that $200,000 

worth of pipes were rusting unused and the estimate of the 

president of the Chamber of Commerce that the government 

had wasted $2,000,000 in its destruction. "We needn't be 

surprised at the cost of the war," President Wyatt com-

78 
mented. 

The articles produced a spate of congratulatory 

77El Paso Herald, September 17, 1917, 6. 

78 rbid., October 17, 1917, 1. 
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letters to the editor. On~~ reader observed that the army 

was burning "valua.ble garbage," which could be used to 

feed hogs, and wasting gasoline by moving "long trains of 

empty motor trucks" through the streets. Another conjec

tured, "It would be interesting to note what, if any, 

explanation. has been offered or may be surmised for this 

waste." A Marfa resident reported on the burning of swill 

from the mess halls, the sale of useable old uniforms for 

a fraction of their value, and the burning of army trucks ?9 ~ 

The items also drew comments from the army. Major 

E. J. Ely, the district adjutant, denied that garbage 

which could serve useful purposes was wantonly wasted in 

the El Paso area. He stated that the fifteen kitchens 

accumulated refuse very quickly, requiring immediate re-

moval in order to avoid flies. "No one who agreed to 

abide by the sanitary regulations has ever been refused 

garbage at Fort Bliss," he insisted, noting the stipula

tion that takers cart it away promptly and leave the con-

tainers in sanitary condition. The depot quartermaster 

announced the awarding of contracts for the removal of 

kitchen garbage, dead animals, and other refuse.
80 

Major Ely next took up the matter with the Chamber 

of Commerce. He wrote the organization, enclosing letters 

79 rbid., October 29, 1917, 6 (first quotation); 
October 30~917, 6 (second quotation). 

80El Paso Times, November 1, 1917, 3. 



465 

from several army officers together with a clipping from 

the Herald. The adjutant general of the Southern Depart

ment had suggested that Ely bring the controversy before 

the Chamber, rather than to the Department of War. An 

enclosed note from a Fort Bliss cavalry officer described 

the article as "a reckless misstatement of facts against 

which I desire to protest." The quartermaster officer 

stated, "It is my opinion that articles of this nature 

are retarding the sale of Liberty Loan Bonds." 81 

The board of directors gracefully avoided echo

ing the military's condemnation of the newspaper. After 

much discussion the board instructed the secretary to 

assure Ely that while the Chamber exercised no control 

over the city press, it did not believe that the writer 

intended to reflect unfavorably on any officer. The board 

also called attention to the fact that El Paso "had .. far 

exceeded her quota" of Liberty Bonds. 82 

The favorable letters to the editor of the Herald, 

following the newspaper's critical reports on the army, 

indicated a measure of public discontent with the military 

presence in El Paso. Without question, evidence of good 

will abounded. A resident remarked, "El Pasoans have come 

to associate soldiers as part of the city." Another 

8lMinutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, November 6, 1917. 

82
Ibid. 
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commented, "I have never seen soldiers making any more 

trouble on the streets than anyone else, only . they 

are more noticeable." The enthusiasm with which churches, 

social organizations, and private individuals sought af

ter the needs of the servicemen attested to their sincer-

ity. The selective system narrowed the traditional gulf 

between soldier and civilian. A serviceman expressed 

appreciation of the courtesies extended him while at the 

Pass: "This is the first place where I have seen soldiers 

treated decently. In one border town there was a sign-

'Dogs and Soldiers Not Allowed. '" 8 3 

Yet, enlisted men sometimes complained that the 

community was unfeeling, save for its interest ln the mil-

itary payroll. "As this is considered a military town," 

inquired on•_' soldier, "why [is] the uniform so grossly 

insulted by the citizens of El Paso?" He cited lodge 

halls that refused entry to men in uniform. Another ar

gued, "If a soldier should make the acquaintance of any 

young woman and desires to go anywhere with her, he is 

followed by three or four gum shoe policemen." In a sim

ilar vein a serviceman attested that a landlord evicted 
' 

a family from an apartment because the soldier frequently 

83El Paso Herald, May 23, 1917, 6 (first quota
tion); June 28, 1917, 6 (second quotation); September 10, 
1917, 6 (third quotation). 
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visited· the tenants. 84 

The enlisted men most frequently complained of 

overcharges. Sensitive to allegations of profiteering, 

the Chamber of Commerce, near the end of 1917, appointed 

a committee on soldiers' grievances. The organization 

promised to publicize in the press the names of any of

fending merchants. The Chamber hesitated, however, to 

press the business community to offer special rates to 

servicemen. A visiting government representative echoed 

the comments of soldiers that El Paso failed to offer 

military discounts at movies and sporting events as did 

h . . . 85 ot er garrlson cltles. 

The Chamber of Commerce acted in advance of a 

complaint on housing exploitation. An official of the 

organization told the board of directors of a scheme "by 

certain parties" to lease for a year all the vacant houses 

in the Grandview addition and other sections adjacent to 

the base with the intention of raising rents from fifty to 

one hundred per cent when the families of the military lo

cated in El Paso. The board drafted a resolution deplor-

ing such practice and urged owners to lease or grant op

tions on houses only to persons planning to live in them. 

S4Ibid., June 29, 1917, 6 (first quotation); July 
28, 1917, 6 (second quotation); September 21, 1917, 6. 

85El Paso Times, November 3, 1917, 7; Minutes of 
the board of directors of the Chamber of Commerce, Novem
ber 6, 1917. 
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The officials agreed that the effecting of the scheme 

"would have a tendency to confirm in the minds of soldiers 

that the stories told during the occupancy of Fort 

Bliss and adjacent camps by the national guard were 

true." 86 

Civilians often discounted soldiers' complaints 

as inherent in the profession and returned criticism to 

the servicemen. "A Mexican will pay what you ask him, 

but a soldier is on the boycott if he cannot 'do' some

body," exclaimed a citizen. Newspapers frequently corn-

mented that the cost of living at the Pass did not exceed 

other cities, but since the soldier bought little on the 

open market he failed to notice the pressures of inflation 

on the civilian economy. An El Paso woman aimed criticism 

at the soldiers: "I know two brides of a few months whose 

soldier husbands left them behind and have not been heard 

f 
. ,,87 o s1.nce. 

Infrequently, soldiers and civilians clashed. Two 

civilians, walking with their wives, jostled four soldiers 

while attempting to pass them. Two soldiers attacked the 

two men, resulting in police arresting the former for dis

turbing the peace. Three servicemen beat a jitney driver 

86Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, December 18, 1917. 

87El Paso Herald, June 25, 1917, 6 (first quota
tion); December 21, 1917, 6 (second quotation); March 5, 
1918, 6. 
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and absconded with his automobile. A riot ensued between 

enlisted men and Mexicans when a city detective of Mexican 

descent attempted to arrest a private in south El Paso. 

Juarez authorities protested to Mexico City the action of 

American soldiers at the international bridge who al

legedly fired at a Mexican woman attempting to wade the 

Rio Grande. 88 

The most prolonged and heated controversy in the 

second half of 1917 proved to be the liquor and vice re-

strictions imposed by the Department of War. Bars and 

brothels operated in defiance of the regulations, soldiers 

gleefully patronized the illicit operations, and concerned 

citizens alternately blamed the servicemen and local offi-

cials for the flaunting of the laws. A part of the prob-

lem stemmed from confusion over interpretation of the 

edicts. By executive order President Wilson placed a five 

mile zone aroung military camps which excluded "disorderly 

resorts" and "saloons," although in cities bars could op-

erate outside a half-mile corridor. The proclamation 

failed to define military camps, and many speculated that 

the regulations did not apply to all concentrations of 

ld . 89 so lers. 

Additionally, servicemen displayed much adeptness 

88El Paso Times, April 15, 1917, 3; August 18, 
1917, 2; November 2, 1917, 2; November 3, 1917, 10. 

89 New York Times, July 2, 1918, 5. 
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at circumventing the restrLctions, as attested by citi

zens' complaints of drunken soldiers and the assortment of 

liquor bottles which littered the roads near the base. 

Reports circulated that army men removed the tops of their 

uniforms and drove to roadhouses, ordering spirits from 

their automobiles, and that soldiers and civilians ex-

changed hard and soft drinks beneath the tables of estab-

lishments beyond the dry zones. Bootleggers, including 

children, openly solicited servicemen on city streets, 

sometimes selling them cold tea disguised as liquor. So 

notorious were the temptations of south El Paso that the 

army sealed off the area to its personnel a distance of 

one mile from the international boundary. 90 

In early December military and civil authorities 

acted together to stage a series of arrests of immoral 

women, indicating a new vengeance and renewed pressure on 

local officials to enforce vice laws. Lieutenant Paul 

Popenoe, of the Army Sanitary Corps, promised to "drive 

out every immoral woman from the vicinity of military en

campments" from El Paso to Yuma. Popenoe stated that the 

army considered as a military post any place that soldiers 

were stationed, including the Santa Fe Street Bridge, and 

that lewd women faced arrest within five miles of any such 

90 El Paso Times, June 21, 1917, 9; July 20, 1917, 
11; September 20, 19~ 2; El Paso Herald, August 30, 
1917, 6. 
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location. The campaign coLncided with vJashington's an

nouncement that a division of cavalry, a regiment of ar

tillery, and a number of aviators either had arrived or 

were en route to the Pass. 91 

The Popenoe raids brought expressions of support 

from moral reformers, including calls for further action. 

The Herald proposed that El Paso follow Douglas, Arizona's 

example of arresting rooming house and apartment keepers 

who tolerated vice. "We haven't had any arrests recently 

of the keepers of the so-called clubs," asserted a sp~r-

ited editorial. "These clubs are not closed; their vio-

lations of the law are said to be as open as formerly. 

Wh ?"92 y. 

Besieged liquor dealers conferred several days 

later to end the illicit traffic in their trade which was 

damaging the image of the legitimate businessmen. With 

members of the Chamber of Commerce and local officials in 

attendance, the dealers acknowledged the availablity of the 

toxicants to servicemen, "to the great scandal of the 

city." The participants pledged to enforce every law, re

port all violations, require purchasers to submit signa

tures and addresses, sell liquor only for the legitimate 

use of the buyer, and to curb illegal clubs. They 

91El Paso Times, December 7, 1917, 2. 

92El Paso Herald, December 15, 1917, 6. 



472 

appointed a committee to supervise their responsibilities. 

The following day Mayor Davis announced that he was con

ferring with the city attorney on the legality of estab

lishing zones within which drinking establishments could 

operate. 93 

Subsequently, city and county officials and prom-

inent businessmen met to inaugurate a war on bootleggers 

and disorderly houses. Describing El Paso as "too fair a 

city to be desecrated," the attendants vowed a campaign 

to eradicate every vestige of vice. Mayor Davis spoke of 

a recent trip which he had taken with Senator Claude Hud-

speth to Washington and read from a letter addressed by 

an officer of the Army Sanitary Corps to Hudspeth, in 

which the officer insisted that El Paso forego illicit 

liquor traffic and immoral houses. The mayor confided 

that Secretary Baker planned to inspect El Paso person

ally.94 

Davis' conversation with Fbsdick had been bru-

tally direct, but not altogether pessimistic. The mayor 

quoted the commissioner as describing the city as ''the 

worst of any in the United States." The Washington offi

cial, nevertheless, had promised to give El Paso "a clean 

bill of health" if the community performed certain actions. 

93El Paso Times, December 24, 1917, 4 (quotation); 
December 27, 1917, 1. 

94 rbid., December 27, 1917, 1. 



"I asked him if that meant that a cantonment would be 

placed here," recalled Davis, "and he said 'Yes.'" The 

mayor told the gathering: "One or two more cantonments 

are going to be established, and it seems to me that El 

Paso ought to clean up and get those soldiers." 95 
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El Paso possessed no law pertaining to bootleggers 

strictly, only a statute carrying a two hundred dollar 

fine for selling liquor illegally. The day after Mayor 

Davis' exhortation, city council unanimously passed an or-

dinance setting the same fine for any person selling, 

giving, or delivering intoxicants to any soldier, sailor, 

or marine. In its haste to make the law immediately ef-

fective, the council struck the customary provision re-

. . d" 1 . b f 96 qulrlng rea lngs at two regu ar meetlngs e ore passage. 

The recent actions of city officials produced a 

wealth of public praise. More than a hundred liquor 

dealers pledged to oppose illicit trade in their business. 

The crusading Herald encouraged El Pasoans to cleanse 

their city 11 because it is right and not just because 

there's money in it. Otherwise, we show ourselves toler

ant of vice until it threatens our pocketbooks." The 

editorial surmised that El Paso harbored "no considerable 

vicious elements" in comparison to other cities of its 

95 Ibid. 

96Minutes of the El Paso City Council, Volume I-2, 
December 27, 1917, 762-763. 
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size and that Fort Bliss suffered less venereal disease 

than most other army posts. The Herald cited need for a 

larger police force and thorough public support. 97 

Except for the mid-year shock of not immediately 

receiving a training cantonment, El Paso's military tra

dition sustained the community through the expected dis

locations of the first year of American involvement in 

the Great War. Pride in its historic role as a garrison 

city and desire to enhance that position meshed to produce 

a strong nationalistic spirit at the Pass, as exemplified 

in successful bond and recruitment campaigns. Ironically, 

the advent of war, corning in the wake of improved rela-

tions with Mexico, effected a reduction, rather than an 

increase, of military personnel in the ·area. However, El 

Paso always had regarded the multitude of national guards-

men on border duty as a temporary phenomenon, and their 

removal in early 1917 struck no irreparable blow at the 

multi-based local economy. Their withdrawal, nevertheless, 

added incentive to the drive of community leaders to lo-

cate a cantonment in their midst. 

One of the more :arresting developments of 1917 was 

the federal involvement, not felt this early in non-

garrison communities, in efforts to eradicate liquor and 

97 El Paso Times, December 27, 1917, 2; El Paso 
Herald, December 29, 1917, 6. 
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prostitution which heretof,Jre had rested with moral re-

formers rather than government bureaucrats. Secretary 

Newton Baker's fusion of a moral crusade with the prac

tical matter of retaining or augmenting troops created a 

dilemma for El Pasoans for which their military tradition 

offered no solution. By the end of the year local lead-

ers, driven by Baker's adamancy, appeared prepared to for

sake the city's long standing tolerant attitude toward 

base pleasures in order to receive larger numbers of 

servicemen, who, in the past had contributed to those 

vicious conditions which the Secretary of War now sought 

to terminate. The following year would demonstrate the 

enormity of the difficulty for both Washington and El 

Paso. 98 

tice to 
I. 

98 ''The Wilson administration gave only pass1ng no
the aspirations of the Texas drys before World War 
" Gould, Progressives and Prohibitionists, 284. 



CHAPTER IX 

EL PASO AND THE GREAT WAR 

PART TWO 

El Paso, publicly committed to shedding its sins 

for the glory of Secretary Newton D. Baker and a training 

cantonment, entered the second year of the Great War in 

the spirit of the Wilsonian Crusade as early pronounce-

ments from the Pass depicted bootleg alcohol and lewd 

women on the run. A special officer boasted that author-

ities had cleared the city's east, or military, side "of 

every trace of the lawless element." He stated that ln 

the company of members of the new anti-vice Home Defense 

League, he had visited twenty "suspected places" and 

failed to locate even one instance of law-breaking.
1 

Two days later a meeting of citizens, attended 

by more than three hundred persons, listened to spirited 

speeches at the Chamber of Commerce building. At the con

clusion the gathering resolved to offer "unqualified sup

port to the mayor and city council and all other city and 

county officials" in the campaign to cleanse the Pass mor

ally. Judge S. A. Isaaks declared that authoritie~ could 

1 -
El Paso Herald, January 1, 1918, 6. 
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halt the unlawful liquor traffic by refusing to issue 

new licenses. The next day the city council passed, 

477 

with an emergency clause and provision.for a two hundred 

dollar fine, an ordinance forbidding sale, delivery, or 

service "of intoxicating liquors of any kind" to service

men "in any booth or stall connected with any saloon, ho

tel, restaurant, or other public eating house." 2 

Senator Hudspeth spoke optimistically to the 

Kiwanis Club of El Paso's chances of receiving a training 

camp because of the moral effort in progress. He said 

that Raymond Fosdick, Baker's chief aide in eliminating 

vicious conditions from areas adjoining military camps, 

had told him that the municipality now possessed the best 

health record of any city in which soldiers were situated 

and, therefore, would obtain a cantonment if the cleanup 

succeeded. Hudspeth recalled Fosdick's earlier condem-

nation of prostitutes operating in the guise of milli-

ners, jitneys containing false bottoms for the transpor-

tation of liquor, and the particularly unsanitary condi

tions in south El Paso.
3 

The civic euphoria survived less than a week into 

Minutes of the El Paso Chamber of Commerce, Jan
uary 2, 1918, El Paso, Texas (first quotation); El Paso 
Times, January 3, 1918, 3; Minutes of the El Paso City 
Council, Volume I-2, January 3, 1918, El Paso, Texas, 772 
(second quotation). 

3 El Paso Times, January 5, 1918, 3. 
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the new year. At a special meeting with members of the 

police department, Mayor Charles Davis on January 5 grimly 

told the force that he was dissatisfied with the manner 

in which the anti~vice campaign was conducted and with 

the results it had attained. The executive directed his 

remarks to every member of the department, including the 

chief, and threatened to discharge any man neglecting his 

duty. Davis specifically scored the continuation of 

illicit clubs, unlawful drinking by soldiers in booths, 
. 

bootlegging, and immorality. The complete reversal of 

the mayor's tone from recent statements stemmed from a 

jarring session that he had just concluded with a citi-

zens' committee, of his own selection, that was investi

gating immoral conditions in the area. 4 

Knowledge of the sputtering of the local crusade 

spurred the efforts of thoroughgoing prohibitionists. 

Since the beginning of the war various voices had sounded 

against the use of grain for alcoholic beverages, the 

temptations to servicemen caused by the production and 

sale of liquor, and the spending of money by civilians 

which might otherwise be invested in Liberty Bonds. With 

the prohibition movement gaining more adherents across the 

state and nation, El Paso teetotalers intensified their 

campaign following the revelations o.f the mayor and 

4rbid., January 6, 1918, 2. 



citizens' committee. Seve1:-al hundred businessmen peti

tioned for a county election within thirty days to de

termine the fate of John Barleycorn at the Pass. Pre

dicting a dry victory, the group promised that prohibi

tion would bring yet greater prosperity to the area. 5 

For the remainder of January, pl-<)hihi.tionists 

toiled to dry up one of the classic watering holes of 

479 

the West. They circulated petitions in numerous churches, 

while worried saloon keepers expressed surprise at their 

urgency. El Paso pastors devoted a series of sermons to 

the "drink evil." Collector of Customs Zach Lamar Cobb 

endorsed their position, adding the encouragement: "We 
.. 

need not fear whisky from Juarez. It is very hard to get 

passes to cross the river now." Local businessmen were 

reportedly "almost a unit in favor of prohibition." The 

Herald editorialized, "A 'dry' El Paso will mean a better, 

safer El Paso." 6 

Political pundits expressed less certainty of the 

outcome of the January 30 referendum than did the confi-

dent prohibitionists. The wets appeared to possess no 

formal organization, but imbibing was a hallowed tradition 

5rbid., January 6, 1918. 1; Lewis L. Gould, Pro
gressives and Prohibitionists: Texas Democ~ats in the . 
Wilson Era (Austin, 1973), 181; Seward L. Llvermore, Poll
tics is ~dtourned: Woodrow Wilson and the War Congress, 
1916-191 Middletown, 1966), 181-182. 

6
El Paso Times, January 7, 1918, 1; January 11, 

1918, 10 (second quotation); January 21, 1918, 1 (first 
quotation); El Paso Herald, January 29, 1918 (third quo
tation). 
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at the Pass. The loss of a considerable number of po

tential voters to the draft and to the Mexican migration 

across the Rio Grande clouded electoral predictions. 

The questions were answered at the end of the month 

when prohibition went down the water main by a vote of 

2,668 to 2,497, the decisive margin coming from the cen

tral and southern portions of the city. Civic leaders 

notwithstanding, the citizenry opted for tradition over 

reform. 7 

The liquor referendum failed to occupy completely 

El Pasoans' thoughts in the first month of 1918. The 

Mexican Revolution revisited the area with four clashes 

in one week between Mexican smugglers and American troops 

on the Rio Grande. One encounter, producing an exchange 

of fire lasting nearly two hours, occurred when Mexicans 

attempted to ford the river in the vicinity of the Santa 

Fe Street Bridge. With at least three Mexicans killed and 

one American wounded in the several days of fighting, 

Mexicans in south El Paso panicked at one point, believing 

_, d . 8 either El Paso or Juarez un er selge. 

Meanwhile, the Chamber of Commerce calculated its 

military disbursements for the previous fiscal year at 

$6,871.60. The largest expenditure, $2,550, went toward 

7El Paso Times, January 8, 1918, 2; January 31, 
1918, 1. 

8Ibid., January 26, 1918, 1; January 30, 1918, 5. 
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construction of a swimming pool at Fort Bliss. The second 

largest item was the erection of the Officers' Club at the 

fort, $1,800; while the third, $1,056.04, paid the expen-

ses of representatives to Washington to pressure for the 

cantonment. Other items, in descending order of expense, 

were the entertaining of General Pershing and_Company "K" 

of the Texas National Guard and the leasing of land for a 

9 target range. 

The chief topic of conversation, however, contin-

ued to be the progress of the cantonment campaign. The 

defeat at the polls of the prohibitionists eased local re

formist pressure on the city momentarily. So also did the 

statement of Lieutenant Paul Popenoe, of the Army Sanitary 

Corps, that El Paso was destined to be "one of the clean-

est cities, morally and physically, in the West." The 

Chamber of Commerce returned its attention to landing a 

munitions plant after musing over a statement by the War 

Service Exchange that described El Paso as a munitions 

site. The board of directors urged the press to publi-

cize a letter from a lieutenant in the Massachusetts 

Guard, lately stationed in El Paso, who ~omplimented the 

city on the treatment accorded him and his troops while 

at Camp Cotton. The Department of War reportedly assured 

a committee of businessmen that it was pleased with the 

9Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, January 39, 1918. 
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area's moral cleanup, thus encouraging Representative 

John Nance Garner in his effort to locate an aerial patrol 

station at the Pass. 10 

Almost predictably, in light of Washington's 

recent mercurial pronouncements on El Paso, the uepart

ment of War again shattered El Paso's relative serenity 

On,l..Y dayq later. r- • • • d · h · h _ ~ ~ev~s~ng prev~ous e ~cts w ~c pro-

hibited the sale of intoxicants to officers and enlisted 

men outside the dry zones, the department in late Febru

ary forbade the serving, giving, or delivering of spirits 

to military personnel except in private homes in which 

they were members of the family or bona fide guests. This 

tightening of regulations, with its attendant burden on 

local law officers, newly aroused moral reformers. An 

indignant Herald editorial stormed, "If it is wrong for 

men to have liquor in one place, it is wrong to have it 

in another . . If the bootlegger and the soldier swear 

that they are friends, who is there to swear otherwise?"ll 

The Department of War also pressed the state of 

lOEl Paso Herald, February 2, 1918, 6 (quotation); 
Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber of Com
merce, February 5, 1918; El Paso Times, February 22, 1918, 
1. 

11El Paso Times, February 21, 1918, 10; El Paso 
Herald, February 25, 1918, 6; Such measures "gave America 
the soberest, cleanest, and healthiest fighting men the 
world had known," said Wilson's Secretary of Navy. See 
Josephus Daniels, The Wilson Era: Years of War and After, 
1917-1923 (Chapel Hill, 1946)~96. 
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Texas to enact sterner measures against social evils. Of

ficials told an El Paso delegation that Washington would 

insist that the state which contained four training can

tonments and numerous other installations demonstrate 

greater concern for the moral welfare of its troops. 

Accordingly, Governor William Hobby submitted a measure 

to the legislature establishing ten-mile zones, free of 

saloons and prostitutes, around army camps, although cri

tics asserted that Secretary Baker possessed sufficient 

powe~ without state legislation. The Texas Legislature 

listened to testimony from prohibitionists proposing 

twenty-mile zones, which would have the effect of all but 

closing the state to any beverage more potent than ice 

water. Meanwhile, police departments of El Paso and San 

Antonio exchanged lists of known immoral women to facili-

tate arrests of transients. A news item observed that El 

Paso courts assessed heavier fines from prostitutes than 

12 did the home of Fort Sam Houston; 

City and county officials, smarting under continu

ing rumors that they were disregarding the liquor and Vlce 

restrictions, formally asked Raymond Fosdick, Baker's Vlce 

czar, to inspect the area thoroughly. They did not, how-

ever, need to wait until Fosdick's arrival to hear the 

12El Paso Times, February 22, 1918, 1; February 
24, 1918, ·1; February 25, 1918, 10; Gould, Progressives 
and Prohibitionists, 232. 
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secretary's opinion of the:~r endeavors. A committee of 

El Pasoans, fresh from an audience with the Secretary of 

War and chiefs of the sanitary corps, informed them that 

Washington believed that the city had "fallen down miser

ably" and that if El Paso was to receive any military 

augmentation, it would have to undertake a new and serious 
. 13 

campa~gn. 

A group of businessmen and local officials sat 

stunned as it listened to the latest contradictory report 

from the national capital. According to the committee, 

secre·t service operators had forwarded weekly memoranda 

to Washington, cataloging violations which indicated that 

prostitution and illicit liquor continued unabated. The 

reports constituted a ringing indictment of local offi-

cials; said to be "on intimate terms" with immoral women. 

Major Bascom Johnson, of the sanitary corps, had told the 

committed that prostitution and incidences of venereal 

disease were not declining in El Paso, that mainly poor 

Mexicans and friendless girls had been driven from the 

city by the anti-vice campaign. Rooming houses thrived as 

disorderly houses, according to Johnson, and immoral shan

ties were springing up around the perimeter of the camps. 

Night raids on centers of prostitution had led merely to 

daytime vice. Reportedly, statistics on El Paso in the 

13El Paso Times, February 26, 1918, 1 (quotation); 
March 3, 1918, 1. 
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surgeon general's office confirmed the allegations of the 

secret service operators. 14 

Following an interim of silence, members of the 

audience quickly regained their speech, if not their com

posure. Sheriff Seth B. Orndorff argued that limited 

funds had caused the reduction of the "purity squad" from 

nine members to two, while admitting that the allegations 

were "largely true." A city official acknowledged that 

the police sometimes employed agents of low moral charac-

ter to suppress prostitution because of their familiarity 

with the subjects. Others blamed inadequate state laws 

and lenient juries. The provost marshal confirmed that 

his force was arresting approximately as many drunken 

soldiers as before the campaign. "Those officers know 

everything," a voice from the audience muttered aloud. 15 

The committee, nevertheless, noted a cause for op-

timism. A. P. Coles considered Johnson "in no way antag-

onistic toward the city," although the major had depicted 

El Paso as "worse than any other place." Coles added that 

Johnson had conjectured that a thorough reform would bring 

more troops into the city. To this a member of the group 

commented, "We should not always be seeking some big fin-

ancial prize in return for our virtue, but should do 

14rbid., March 3, 1918, 1. 

15 Ibid. 
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right for right's sake." Responded another, "That's all 

right, too, but I'm in favor of taking any reward the 

military authorities see fit to give us in return for 

cleaning up." 16 

Consistent with the customary contradictions from 

Washington, }1ayor Davis received a telegram the following 

day from Fosdick, chairman of the committee on training 

camp activities, denying any statement attributed to him 

that there had been no improvement in moral conditions in 

El Paso. On the contrary, he felt "much pleased" with the 

progress. "Few communi ties," \vi red Fosdick, "are doing 

more for the moral and social welfare" of soldiers. 17 

Nevertheless, the Chamber of Commerce, in conjunc-

tion with city and county officials, slated a meeting, 

open to men only, to discuss a new anti-vice drive. The 

Times, never a zealot on morality, observed that the Texas 

House of Representatives had approved Governor Hobby's Dry 

Zone Bill in record time and predicted that the legislation 

would ease conditions locally. It hoped, therefore, that 

El Pasoans would repudiate the proposal that they form a 

vigilante committee and trusted that "better people" would 

. . 18 
accept Jury servlce. 

16Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, Harch 2, 1918; El Paso Times, March 8, 1918, 
2 (quotations) . 

17El Paso Times, March 5, 1918, 1. 
18

rbid., March 5, 1918, 2 (quotation); Gould, Pro
gressives and Prohibitionists, 233. 
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On the eve of the 1nuch-publicized meeting, an in

cident involving a prominent citizen illustrated the com

plexity of conducting a crusade against immorality. A. P. 

Coles, a leader of the Chamber of Commerce learned that 
' 

tenants of one of his properties "were conducting an im-

moral place." Although he quickly ordered their convic

tion, the news report doubtlessly embarrassed him. An 

observer commented that in instances of this kind, persons 

with faultless references and character leased a house and 

then transferred the lease or sublet the property to 

th h 1 d . f . . 19 o ers, w o emp oye lt or vlclous purposes. 

Within hours after the Texas Legislature ratified 

the prohibitionist Eighteenth Amendment, sponsored by 

U. S. Senator Morris Sheppard of Texas in late 1917, El 

Paso civic leaders at a mass meeting vowed to redouble 

their efforts against bad liquor and bad women. With all 

seats occupied and men standing at the sides and rear of 

the hall, interested or titillated citizens pledged their 

cooperation and approved·a committee of five, who, in 

turn, would select a committee of twenty-five to work with 

ff
. 20 

peace o leers. 

Expressing a desire to avoid recriminations, Mayor 

Davis cited the successes thus far realized by the city and 

19El Paso Herald, March 4, 1918, 6. 
20El Paso Times, March 7, 1918, 1; Gould, Progres

sives and Prohibitionists, 256. 



county. He commended the ~~losing of the red light dis

trict and 164 illegal clubs, the regulation of public 

service automobile drivers, numerous arrests of women, 
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efforts of police to return wayward girls to their par

ents, and the establishment of a venereal disease clinic. 

He asserted that one place specified by Major Johnson had 

been closed two months previously. He reproached "muck

rackers" for exagerating El Paso's problems and suggested 

that a "high-line canal" to provide power for local in-

dustry from the upper reaches of the Rio Grande would be 

more beneficial to the area than would a cantonment.· 

Davis speculated, however, that the city would always 

maintain soldiers and would always care for them proper-

1 21 y. 

Other prominent citizens voiced their sentiments. 

The director of the country club denied charges of illicit 

liquor practices. The county judge surmised that El 

Paso's notoriety stemmed not from muckraking journalists, 

but from visiting mothers of servicemen. The city health 

·officer stated that his office only treated between fifteen 

and eighteen venereal cases each week, well below the num

ber cited by Washington. An evangelistic minister accused 

f h H .. 22 
lewd women of "fighting or t e uns. 

21El Paso Times, March 6, 1918, 3. 

22 Ibid. 
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The positive spirit of the meeting carried beyond 

the hall. A speaker told the University Club, "The man 

who wants to clean up for the dollar only is not the right 

sort of citizen for El Paso." The realty board warmly 

endorsed the new campaign. A news report from Washington 

vindicated the mood of the meeting by noting that soldiers 

in El Paso maintained the fourth lowest venereal disease 

rate among the thirty-two divisions in the nation. An 

evangelistic advance man confirmed that the city was not 

"as bad as represented." 23 

The five man committee, composed of the mayor, a 

member of the Chamber of Commerce, and three judges, 

promptly completed its designated task. It selected James 

G. McNary, president of the First National Bank, to chair 

the twenty-five man committee and to name a secret execu-

tive committee of seven to scrutinize the reform effort 

while escaping recognition. "The committee is determined," 

promised McNary, "that where law violators are found, no 

quarter is to be given." Not content to leave sin entire-

ly in the hands of men, a women's auxiliary committee 

enlisted in the crusade.
24 

The Chamber of Commerce, prominent in the anti-

vice campaign, simultaneously sought to protect servicemen 

23 rbid., March 16, 1918, 10. 

24rbid., March 8, 1918, 4; March 10, 1918, 1 
(quotation) 
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from exploitation by local businessmen, a sensitive issue 

in the business community. "If the soldiers of the El 

Paso district believe they are being charged more than 

civilians for what they buy," lectured an editor, "now ~s 

the best time for them to get rid of that mistaken impres

sion." After receiving sporadic complaints from soldjers 

of overcharges, the Chamber now openly invited servicemen 

to report infractions to the organization. First class 

barbershops and restaurants conspicuously posted pr~ces, 

but other establishments often failed to do so. The board 

of directors, however, stopped short of offering a reward 

in proven allegations of exploitation, as proposed by a 

Chamber official, "until there were further complaints, 

and complaints which appeared to have foundation." 25 

The press also congratulated the organization on 

its latest matter-of-fact approach to obtaining a training 

camp for El Paso. The Herald editorialized that the bus-

iness group followed the correct procedure "in deciding to 

put their cantonment proposition squarely before the War 

Department and then turn their energies to the 

high-line canal and power project." It noted that the 

Chamber of Commerce planned to offer the national govern-

ment a free site and furnish climatic statistics. "Any 

25El Paso Herald, March 5, 1918, 6 (first quota
tion); Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber of 
Commerce, March 12, .1918 (second quotation). 
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conditions which have been criticized at Washington have 

been rectified here," attested the Herald, "but if apply

ing the remedy has had any effect, it is still to be 

seen." Echoing sentiments recently expressed by the may

or, the newspaper commented that the city needed cheap 

power more than a cantonment, as the former attracted 

factories and brought permanent prosperity, while the 
2r latter would be "here today and abandoned tomorrow." 0 

Actions of the state government repeatedly drew 

El Pasoans' attention to social issues in the spring of 

1918. On March 21 Governor Hobby signed two measures sup-

ported by moral reformers. One, a prohibition bill, was 

slated to take effect ninety days after the adjournment of 

the Texas Legislature, or June 26. The other, effective 

immediately, forbade soliciting by women among soldiers, 

a violation of the law now constituting a felony. Under a 

recently enacted law, local law officers were arresting 

anyone selling liquor to a soldier, which statute carried 

a prison sentence of two to five years. The district 

attorney ruled that the sale of wood alcohol to servlce

men constituted a violation of the state law. 27 

Prohibitionists long had argued that termination 

of the flow of liquor would release money which could be 

26El Paso Herald, March 14, 1918, 6. 

27El Paso Times, March 22, 1918, 1, 2; March 24, 
1918, 10. 
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inv~sted in the war effort. Although El Paso had ex

ceeded the quota in Liberty Bond subscriptions, a Chamber 

of Commerce official noted that in the current war savings 

stamp campaign the city trailed neighboring New Mexico 

communities. Perhaps El Pasoans were holding their 

change for one last fling; the state Dry Zone Law was to 

take effect after April 1s. 28 

On the eve of the implementation of the law, 

Assistant District Attorney E. B. Effers explained its 

operation to El Paso police and detectives. The statute 

allowed individuals to have liquor in their homes or upon 

their persons within the ten-m~le zone, but denied them 

the opportunity to replenish their supply. "It costs our 

government fifteen hundred dollars to train every soldier 

that it sends to France," exclaimed Effers, "and all of 

this expense is placed in jeopardy whenever he is sold a 

bottle of whisky . and particularly . [the type] 

bootleggers in El Paso are in the habit of dispensing to 

them." Law officers agreed to work overtime during the 

following several weeks, anticipating an upsurge in illi

cit liquor traffic after the closing of the saloons.
29 

Under the sentimental headline, "City Drinks 

Toast to Late John Barleycorn as Saloons Close Doors," a 

28El Paso Herald, March 21, 1918, 6. 

29El Paso Times, April 15, 1918, 3. 
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reporter wrote of "reckless conviviality" in the time

worn bars as the midnight hour approached. He observed 

that while there were more than the customary number of 

soldiers on the streets that night, none of them appeared 

drunk. The press reported the next day that the estab

lishment of ten-mile zones around army camps had shut 

down virtually every saloon in Texas cities with popula

tions above five thousand. Perhaps coincidentally, El 

Paso surpassed the quota of the third Liberty Loan can

vass several days later. 30 

By legislative enactment soldiers were now free to 

pursue wholesome pasttimes while awaiting departure for 

the battlefields of France. Doughboys in the El Paso area 

frequented the newly-established Soldiers' Club, inaugur-

ated by speeches from Chamber of Commerce and military of-

ficers to the strains of a Mexican orchestra. Fort Bliss 

invited civilians to attend an "Athletic and Husical Fi-

esta," featuring baseball, track events, boxing, wrest-

ling, and a chorus of three thousand voices. So immersed 

became the post in athletics that it cancelled plans for 

a ci~y-army league meeting and organized a twelve-team 

circuit of its o~m. Thousands of El Pasoans in Cleveland 

30 rbid., April 16, 1918, 5 (quotation); April 17 
1918 5· Prohibitionist leaders had predicted in September 

' ' . . 
of the previous year that the dry zones around m~l~tary 
camps would have the effect of drying up Texas. See 
Gould, Progressives and Prohibitionists, 229. 
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Square cheered the raising of the city's honor flag, . 
ln 

commemoration of the war effort, following a military and 

civic parade several miles in length. Mayor Davis pro

claimed "Honor Flag Day" a holiday, with the greater num

ber of stores and offices closing for the afternoon. Cit

izens worked up their patriotism by packing a movie house 

for each presentation of "The Kaiser: The Beast of 

Berlin." 31 

It appeared the soldiers might add the pursuit 

of bandidos to their outdoor activities. For months 

Mexican smugglers and American soldiers had clashed along 

th~ river, at times the former sniping at American for-

ces. In early April an editor called for the Department 

of War to install sufficient troops in the Big Bend dis-

trict to prevent Mexican raids on American ranches. Near 

the end of the month a Nexican force "of sufficient size," 

according to news reports, "to be considered by the United 

States military officers as presenting a menace to the 

American border" concentrated on the Ojinaga-Juarez sec-

tion of the international boundary. Washington rein-

forced its stations in the area, though no major clashes 

ensued. The press conjectured that Germans operating 

below the border were planting rumors that the United 

31El Paso Times, March 2, 1918, 7; April 3, 1918, 
1; April 30, 1918, 5; May 3, 1918, 1. 
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States planned another invasion of Mexico. 32 

Bolstered by new anti-vice laws, El Paso lawmen 

persisted in their pursuit of sin. City detectives and 

members of the vigilante committee conducted nightly 

raids, virtually each one uncovering vagrant women, gam

blers, and a cache of empty beer and whisky bottles. One 

such nocturnal siege netted two women, three soldiers, 

and two suitcases of beer. 33 

No less an authority than the William J. Burns 

International Detective Agency certified the success of 

such efforts. An operative for an undisclosed client se-

cretly investigated vice conditions in El Paso for two 

weeks, inspecting rooming houses, saloons, and "other 

suspected haunts of vice." He found no collusion between 

police and laHbreakers and complimented the department on 

its alertness. While locating prostitutes operating from 

rooming houses and making contacts through friends, the 

agent attested, "There is no such thing as a real house of 

prostitution in El Paso." The detective regarded El Paso 

as "very well cleared of the social evil, gambling, and 

bootlegging, and . in better shape . . than any 

other city of its size in the country."
34 

32El Paso Herald, April 8, 1918, 6; El Paso Times, 
April 23, 1918, 1 (quotation). 

33 El Paso Times, April 27, 1918, 2. 

34
rbid., May 22, 1918, 3. 
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The reportedly improved moral conditions failed 

to alleviate the business stagnation faced by south El 

Paso merchants. Allegations of lewd women and bootleggers 

operating openly in the area had resulted in the army 

sealing off to its personnel most streets south of Over

land the previous year. In May businessmen and property 

owners on Stanton and El Paso streets petitioned the 

commanding officer, who, after an investigation by the 

provost marshal, notified the Chamber of Commerce that he 

"could not grant permission," due to unchanged conditions. 

The discrepancies between the two vice reports within the 

space of several weeks newly underlined the contradictions 

that had surrounded the issue of immorality since the 

b . . f h 35 eglnnlng o t e year. 

El Paso police constantly appeared to be poring 

over new regulations on liquor and vice. In mid-May city 

council approved an ordinance, carrying an emergency 

clause, controlling public dances. Under threat of two 

hundred dollars fine, all persons operating dance halls 

or conducting dances for profit within the city limits 

were required to obtain a permit from the chief of police. 

Further, special police officers were instructed to attend 

the functions to assure that they were conducted ln an 

orderly fashion and to bar from entrance "common 

35Minutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 
of Commerce, May 14, 1918. 



prostitutes or women who have a bad reputation for vir

tue."36 
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Local authorities subsequently explained to the 

police the state prohibition law, effective June 26. The 

statute allowed a person liquor in his home for personal 

use, but disallowed its shipment for any purpose. An 

individual violated the law if he carried an intoxicant 

on his person. A hotel room, like a disorderly house, 

was not a home, according to the legislation. Effective 
' 

on the same date was a state enactment providing that a 

man or woman afflicted with a social disease committed a 

felony when engaging in immoral relations with a soldier. 

A chauffer or driver likewise committed a felony by trans-

porting a woman of known immoral character to meet a sol-

dier or when hauling such a woman and soldier together. 

The extreme penalty for any of the offenses consisted of 

five years' . . 3 7 
~mpr~sonment. 

Even the school board became concerned with im-

morality, particularly among the young. A trustee charged 

that a number of youthful women, posing as high school 

girls and displaying the institution's colors, were caus

ing "a great deal of talk about town of the 'immorality' 

of the high school by their actions." The elders of 

36M. f h c· c ·1 v 1 J 2 Ma lnutes o t e lty ounc~ , o ume - , y 
16, 1918, 74-75. 

37 El Paso Times, .May 27, 1918, 2. 
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education voted to instruct the board's attorney to seek 

prosecution of all persons "distributing unfounded re

ports in the city regarding the morality of the schools." 38 

Such antics notwithstanding, the committee on 

training camp activities, within the Department of War, 

complimented El Paso on its moral crusade in a letter pub

lished locally on July 4. Major Bascom Johnson, director, 

told James G. McNary that the campaign was accomplishing 

"a very valuable piece of work." Johnson urged the anti-

vice committee to press its efforts "until the law en-

forcement machinery of your city has been placed on a 

satisfactory operating basis." 39 

The Pass sqon gained an opportunity to cleanse 

its morals even further. Washington more tightly sealed 

the Mexican border, an oasis of tarts and tequila, by 

disallowing crossings by visa on weekends. President 

Wilson and Secretary Baker issued new regulations pro-

hibiting the furnishing of liquor to officers and ser

vicemen within private homes. The edict also broadened 

the definition of an army camp, for the purpose of estab

lishing dry zones, to any concentration of at least two 

hundred and fifty men stationed at one point for as long 

38 rbid., May 22, 1918, 3. 

39 rbid., July 4, 1918, 4. 
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as thirty days_40 

In July the Chamber of Commerce, without publi

city, undertook yet another campaign to secure a training 

cantonment. The military affairs committee discussed the 

rumor that the army shortly would locate eight 'thousand 

troops at San Angelo, Texas, and mulled the recent favor

able reports from Washington regarding El Paso. The com

mittee voted to send President Otis Coles to the Southern 

Department headquarters, at San Antonio, to interview Gen-

l .H lb k h d. ff. 41 era o roo , t e cornrnan ~ng o ~cer. 

As a consequence of the conference, Holbrook in-

structed Colonel Reaney to inspect possible cantonment 

sites at El Paso. Three members of the Chamber spent the 

greater part of a day with the officer, surveying several 

locations. When the colonel expressed preference for a 

site on the mesa, the group discussed the size of tubing 

to connect the property with the ~va terworks. 42 

Somewhat later in the day, members of the Chamber 

of Commerce met again with Reaney. The army officer ex-

plained that both Abilene and Fort Stockton, Texas, ac

tively sought a cantonment, the latter offering ::he , 

Department of War one thousand acres of land, a bountiful 

40New York Times, July 2, 1918, 5. 

41Minutes of the military affairs committee of 
the Chamber of Commerce, July 18, 1918. 

42
rbid., July 22, 1918. 
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water supply, and other inducements. Reany recommended 

that El Paso advise Washington that it was prepared to 

make available a large attractive site with plentiful 

water. If satisfactory, the colonel stated, he would 

propose to his superiors that they transfer a regiment 

from Nogales, Arizona, to the Pass and that they dispatch 

to El Paso a number of cavalrymen from Douglas. Coles 

guaranteed Reaney that the city could provide the army 

sufficient drill area and water connections to accomodate 

43 thirty thousand troops within thirty days. 

The military affairs committee then huddled with 

city officials. The former reported that it had been 

working without fanfare during the previous two weeks to 

locate eight thousand cavalry trainees at El Paso. The 

committee chairman suggested that the city lay an eight-

inch pipe from the wells to the south side of Camp Owen 

Bierne at municipal expense, with the cost of the water 

paid by the army. The city agreed to this, offering to 

44 place a water pipe one mile in length. 

While the Department of War pondered the offer 

from El Paso, Washington unhesitatingly approved a site 

for a Red Cross annex to the base hospital at Fort Bliss. 

The edifice, at an estimated cost of $23,000 to the 

43 rbid. 

44 rbid. 
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national government, featu·red a lounging room for conval

escents, kitchenettes, and solarium on the lower floor with 

quarters for mothers, wives, and sisters of the patients 

on the second floor. The Department of War assumed com

plete charge of the project, independently of the local 

Red Cross. 45 

In late August, nevertheless, U. S. Stewart re

ported pessimistically to the Chamber of Commerce on his 

recent mission to Washington in pursuit of a cantonment. 

Stewart. revealed the failure of his effort and expressed 

doubt that the Department of War would station any size-

able quantity of troops in the city. Without stating to 

the press the reasons for the rebuff, Stewart predicted 

that El Paso would not receive deserved recognition from 

Washington until the city gained a Congressman of its 
46 own. 

The Herald, recently recommending that El Paso's 

hotels and rooming houses offer discounts to induce army 

personnel from Camp Cody, New Mexico, to weekend at the 

Pass, responded to the most recent rejection of the city 

by renewing its plea that El Paso seek factories in place 

of cantonments. Sounding a defensive plea heard increas-

ingly in the area as the prospects of a training camp 

45El Paso Times, August 16, 1918, 10. 

46 rbid., August 22, 1918, 7 . 
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receded into the distance, the newspaper editorialized, 

"Cantonment prosperity, while good while it lasts, will 

only last during the war and then there is going to be 

such a slump as will make many communities look and feel 

like graveyards for years to come." Noting "influence in 

the [War] Department not too friendly toward El Paso," 

the Herald echoed Stewart's appeal for a resident Repre

sentative. A subsequent editorial applauded the decision 

at Washington to continue maintaining a training division 

at Camp Cody, observing the advantage to El Paso business 

t . D . 47 connec lons at emlng. 

As the second autumn of the war descended over 

the Franklin Mountains, El Paso pondered its inability to 

receive a training camp. The city displayed no lack of 

enthusiasm for its role as a garrison city. Residents 

packed Liberty Hall to applaud the Fifth Cavalry "Yankee" 

Minstrels. City firemen rushed to Fort Bliss to aid the 

post fire department in extinguishing a blaze of mysterious 

origin. General John J. Pershing wired appreciation to 

Mayor Davis for sending the former con~ander of Fort Bliss 

birthday greetings which addressed the officer as a "s.on of 

El Paso." The Department of War revealed plans to train 

thousands of mechanics over the coming months at the post 

47El Paso Herald, August 29, 1918, 1 (quotation); 
September 9, 1918, 6. 
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repair shop, already servi~g as supply depot for the 

Southwest and boasting an inventory of $165,000. 48 

Additionally, El Pasoans strongly supported the 

expansive social and sports life of Fort Bliss, enhanced 

by the diminution of civilian activities due to the selec-

tive service and shortages. The Eighth Engineers de

lighted mixed audiences with post theatricals at the begin

ning of the year, while the Fifth and Three Hundred and 

Fourteenth bands staged summer concerts at the fort. The 

Labor Day Parade featured the Eighty-second Field Artil

lery band and units of the Third Infantry and Seventh Cav

alry. Several weeks later the Second Cavalry Brigade held 

a field meet at the military reservation. Programs of 

boxing, wrestling, swimming, baseball, and football ex-

tended through the year, and innumerable dinners and dan-

ces highlighted the army social calendar. In the best 

tradition of El Paso and Fort Blis·s, Miss Nina Crozier 

and Lieutenant E. E. Nunnery wed on the same September 

night as Miss Ruth Davis and Private William Franklin. 49 

El Paso even approached moral respectability. 

Operatives submitted an exhaustive report to the anti

vice committee of twenty-five, indicating a total of 576· 

48El Paso Times, September 16, 1918, 2, 3; Sep
tember 21, 1918, l; September 25, 1918, 8. 

49 Ibid., January 6, 1918, 8; June 2, 1918, 5; 
July 4, 1918, 4; August 21, 1918, 5; September 12, 1918, 
7; September 14, 1918, 8. 
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arrests during the period 9etween April 24 and September 

24. Statistics showed that 203 women passed through the 

venereal disease clinic and 14 men received treatment for 

social diseases. Local authorities charged 4 women with 

maintaining disorderly houses, arrested 43 civilians and 

49 soldiers for occupying private rooms with immoral 

women, apprehended 1 serviceman for purchasing narcotics, 

and filed charges on 28 male and female bootleggers and 

24 drunken soldiers. 50 

Vice linked itself to marriage in numerous instan-

ces during the period. One woman married four servicemen 

for their allotments, and a hundred soldiers wed immoral 

women. The latter statistic shocked the army sufficiently 

to require that henceforth the commander of the El Paso 

district and the county clerk clear servicemen's marriage 

license applications with the provost marshal in order to 

prevent "unworthy alliances." The committee promised to 

· d · ·f · work. 51 
contlnue an lntensl y lts 

Military chiefs at Fort Bliss appeared impressed 

with the results. Major Charles McDonald, cavalry sur

geon, commended El Paso to Joseph Tumulty, secretary to 

President Wilson. "The city of El Paso is an up-to-date 

clean city . . and the people . are quite anxious 

50 rbid., September 26, 1918, 2. 
51 rbid., October 10, 1918, 12. 



to have a cantonment," he Hrote, "If in the future you 

should consider an additional cantonment, do not forget 

El Paso." 52 

But the major's recommendation, rather wistful 

in tone, went the way of previous ones. The war was 
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plainly building to a climax. The Herald, which already 

had forsaken hope of bringing a training camp to the Pass, 

concluded that cold military logic, rather than Washing-

tonian caprice, had denied its city the cantonment. "The 

camp and cantonment sites were chosen," it ruminated, "not 

by Secretary Baker or any of the civilians associated with 

him in the War Department, but by a board of officers 

headed by then Brigadier General H. A. Greene, and it is 

safe to say those officers had in mind nothing but mili-

tary advantages and requirements. 

The Chamber of Commerce quietly undertook its final 

effort to secure a cantonment for the city in late Septem-

ber, after American forces in France had committed over 

one million troops to the Meuse River-Argonne Forest sec

tor against the failing Germans. The military affairs 

committee voted to attempt a land trade which would pro

vide the Department of War with a tract of approximately 

six square miles on the eastern reaches of Fort Bliss. 

52 rbid., September 27, 1918, 12. 

53El Paso Herald, September 27, 1918, 6. 
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Several days later, the co1rrmittee acknowledged that 

several holdings which it had considered as potential 

sites for a training camp "might as well be eliminated" 

from consideration because the owners demanded a price in 

excess of the Chamber's ability to pay. The group decided 

to send representatives to General Holbrook, commander of 

the Southern Department, to ascertain what property he 

ld . d 1 . f 54 wou cons~ er as a ocat~on or a cantonment. 

Calling on Holbrook several days after Germany 

asked the United States for an armistice on the basis of 

the Fourteen Points, the El Paso delegation found the 

general adamant. He refused to consider any property 

other than that selected by Colonel Reaney the previous 

summer. The businessmen explained futilely that the own-

ers asked between $200,000 and $300,000 for the land in 

question and were "scattered" to the extent that the 

Chamber of Commerce could not contact them to bargain 

further. Holbrook, however, snuffed the proposal of the 

delegation that they lease the tract without cost to the 

national government, insisting that the city or citizenry 

purchase the land and donate it to the United States gov-

55 ernment. 

54Minutes of the military affairs committee of the 
Chamber of Commerce, September 26, 1918; October 9, 1918. 

55 rbid., October 12, 1918. 
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The military affairs committee then penned a note 

to General James J. Hornbrook, commander of the El Paso 

district, "in order that the friendly and what we consider 

liberal attitude of our citizens in this matter be fully 

known. " The committee cited the history of Wash-

ington's unfu~filled and delayed promises to El Paso con

cerning the enlargement of Fort Bliss. The letter re

called that El Pasoans purchased land on two occasions at 

the request of the army in order to relocate the fort at 

its present site in 1893. Subsequently, the city donated 

to the government over two hundred acres as a target range. 

"All this on condition that a regimental post would be 

built on this location. and not until twenty years 

later was the post enlarged to a full regimental post," 

d h . 56 asserte t e commlttee. 

The military affairs committee recounted the 

city's willingness to provide land for the army and na-

tional guard during the Mexican Revolusion. With troops 

stationed throughout El Paso, "all camp sites but one were 

donated free of charge while used for camp purposes," it 

informed Hornbrook. The Pennsylvania militia occupied 

several tracts of land without asking the permission of 

h 
. 57 

the owners, wrote t e commlttee. 

56 rbid., October 14, 1918. 

57 Ibid. 
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The businessmen reiterated the events leading to 

the current debacle. They reminded the area commanding 

officer that the army had initiated the bid to acquire 

additional property on the mesa and that the city cooper

ated in good faith until Congress deleted the item from 

an appropriations bill. The committee explained again the 

exorbitant cost of the land to El Pasoans which the 

Southern District commander insisted upon obtaining for 

a cantonment. The members of the Chamber of Commerce 

offered to deed to the government for five years without 

cost a tract on the westerly slope of the Franklin Moun-

tains which included Camp Bierne and to lease free the 
~ 

Ascarate Grant, south and east of the city, for as long 

as two years following the end of the war. 58 

But the exigency of war which had produced the 

necessity of training camps rapidly terminated. Within 

weeks the Kaiser abdicated, emptying cantonments across 

the nation. Anticipating imminent German surrender, the 

El Paso County Council of Defense, chaired by Mayor Davis, 

issued a proclamation on November 9 which asked El Pasoans 

to assemble at the high school stadium with all manner of 

combustible matter to ignite a giant bonfire at the first 

report of the end of the war. The executive committee 

promised residents ''the biggest bon-fire El Paso has ever 

seen--a bon-fire big enough and hot enough to give the 

58 rbid. 
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Kaiser, were he here, some idea of what lS coming to him 

hereafter." By all reports the Council made good its 

promise several days later when Germany signed the armis

tice terms. Even as the multitude at the Pass celebrated 

the long-sought Allied victory, the vision of the El Paso 

cantonment, which glided and beckoned like the mysterious 

lights of the Big Bend region, ultimately receded and 

evaporated into the crisp desert air. 59 

The bonfire celebration, accompanied by whistles 

and bell-ringing, consummated an intensive war effort by 

a city proud of its military past. In addition to over

subscribing each of five bond campaigns, resulting in a 

subscription of approximately fourteen million dollars, El 

Paso forthrightly presented its most able-bodied men to 

the defense of the colors. In accordance with the area's 

military tradition and the exigencies of the selective 

service system, most El Paso servicemen filled the ranks 

of the army, though other branches were represented as 

well. The county sent 496 officers into the World War, 

all but two in the army, 87 of whom saw duty overseas. 

Twelve of that number received wounds and an equal number 

died. The area supplied 2,656 enlisted men to the army, 

mostly privates, 104 of whom were wounded while 63 died. 

59Minutes and Records by the El Paso County 
Council of National Defense, November 9, 1918, El Paso, 
Texas. 
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Two marine officers and 27 enlisted men, one of the latter 

expiring in service, hailed from El Paso County. The 

inland county even provided 629 naval recruits, 6 dying 

during the war. 60 

Nor were El Paso's fighting men short on heroism. 

Forty-seven El Pasoans received citations and medals for 

acts of bravery, including nine recipients of the Distin

guished Service Cross. The most acclaimed soldier, Mar

celino Serna, originally of Chihuahua City, was cited by 

General Pershing and decorated by Marshal Foch after cap-

turing a machinegun and an entire German crew, while suf-

fering two wounds in the Meuse-Argonne offensive. Hun-

dreds of El Pasoans fought in the gallant Ninetieth Div-

ision, which for seventy-five days without relief in the 

summer and fall of 1918 subdued crack German units at 

St. Mihiel. A war memorial, subsequently erected in City 

Hall Park by the American War Mothers, stood in solemn 

tribute to sixty-nine El Pasoans who contributed the ul-

. . 61 
tima~e sacrifice to Allied v~ctory. 

An influenza epidemic vied with the war for public 

attention in the autumn of 1918. In mid-October a wave of 

flu broached the international boundary at south El Paso, 

60Mary Elizabeth Bush, "El Paso County, Texas, in 
the 'First World War," unpublished Master's thesis, Univer
sity of Texas, 1950, 53, 92-95. 

61El Paso World News, Novembe~ 11, 1934, 20; El 
Paso Times, November 6, 1955; El Paso Herald, July 2, 
1919' 12. 
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claiming eighteen lives in the Mexican sector within the 

space of twenty-four hours. A day later the death toll 

reached thirty-one, soldiers accounting for six of the 

number. Accordingly, the army quarantined all personnel 

in the camps of the El Paso district, while civil author

ities closed schools, libraries, and other public build

ings. The crisis passed quickly, reaching epidemic pro-

portions in various parts of the nation. Meanwhile, 

General Hornbrook squelched rumors that German spies, 

posing as doctors and nurses, had injected patients with 

poisonous serum at the Fort Bliss hospital. A chauvinis-

tic editor professed to detect a bright spot in the dis-

mal picture, inserting a headline: "El Paso's Record on 

'Flu' Better than Chicago's." 62 

The city board of health, concerning itself with 

matters other than influenza, stirred a controversy with 

an entire hotel staff and numerous food and drink dispen-

sers near year's end. Anticipating an order from local 

military authorities prohibiting soldiers from patroniz

ing barber shops and dining establishments whose personnel 

were not examined periodically for communicable diseases, 

the board of health advised proprietors to allow the city 

department to examine their employees. A waitress 

62
El Paso Times, October 13, 1918, 22; October 

14, 1918, 3; October 15, 1918, 1, 2 (quotation). 
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immediately protested that the requirement placed her 

occupation "in the same category as segregated women." 

The Herald sniffed that the compulsory examinations 

equaled those "that autocratic Germany forced her public 

women through." 63 

The Herald embroiled itself in a name-calling 

controversy with no lesser figure than the military com

mander of the El Paso District in the wake of the defeat 

of the Hun. The newspaper printed an item from an anony

mous army officer who alleged that American soldiers 

guarding the international bridge had participated in the 

smuggling of liquor into the United States from Mexico. 

When General Hornbrook demanded of the Herald the name of 

the officer, the publication refused to disclose its 

source. Thereupon, Hornbrook refused to issue any further 

military information to the newspaper. The editor, who 

had displayed a willingness to take on the army several 

times during the course of the war, hurled the charge that 

the general was attempting "to exercise a military dicta

torship over an American newspaper, regardless of the Con-

stitution of the United States, which guarantees a free 

press." The newspaper assured its readers that it would 

continue to inform them of military news, as "no news of 

63 rbid., November 1, 1918, 3; November 7, 1918, 
2 (first quotation); El Paso Herald, November 25, 1918, 
6 (second quotation). 



importance ever comes out ·Jf a district military head

quarters."64 
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The El Paso Chamber of Commerce issued its final 

financial statement of the war years on November 26, 1918. 

Of expenditures of a military nature totaling $2,133.18, 

all but $127.30, the cost of a military tournament, paid 

the travel expenses of representatives seeking to secure 

for El Paso the elusive training camp. As the anguish and 

enthusiasm of the Great War subsided, the neatly typed 

figures remained silent testimony to the one that got 

65 away. 

As a garrison city El Paso received the initial 

shock of World War I, necessitating a reaction to wartime 

conditions well in advance of the general population. 

Catapulted immediately into the limelight of national 

defense, El Paso and other military towns grappled with 

thorny issues which only later affected other communities. 

The means of accomodating an influx of civilian-oriented 

soldiers and the manner ~f preventing inevitable exploi

tation of their presence suggested no easy solutions, al-

though El Paso held an edge on many other garrison towns 

in its recent handling of a multitude· of national guards

men during the Mexican Revolution. The city shared in the 

64 El Paso Herald, November 30, 1918, 6. 

65
11inutes of the board of directors of the Chamber 

of Commerce, November 26, 1918. 
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first wave of wartime prosperity, but also first felt the 

wrath of moral reformers who wished to shield the service

men from the evils of drink and prostitution. The sordid 

record of national prohibition in the 1920s and sex scan

dals involving high government officials as late as the 

middle 1970s suggest that El Paso faced its responsibili

ties in areas often regarded by the populace as victimless 

crimes at least as well as the nation .at large, and 

earlier and under more demanding circumstances. 

With all considered, El Paso responded well. No 

scandal, civilian or military, ensued. Servicemen some

times rebuked local conditions, but less complaints arose 

than during the Mexican Revolution when national guards

men strained the city's facilities and occasionally its 

patience. To this could be attributed the area's recent 

experience with large concentrations of soldiers. Addi

tionally, El Paso was not a one-dimensional army town, 

hungrily regarding new troops as a main line to prosper

ity. The Pass blended a variety of industry with a long 

tradition of military cooperation that gave the city a 

sophistication not found in every camp town. 

Conversely, this quality, coupled with Secretary 

Baker's deep-seated suspicions of border cities, made El 

Paso less competitive than other communities in its quest 

for a cantonment. Although local officials and the Cham

ber of Commerce strove mightily to meet the conditions 
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imposed by the Department 'Jf War, numerous businessmen and 

landholders found solace and economic advantage in the 

status quo. 

The cantonment became for El Paso a reflection of 

Washington's current appraisal of the community. When 

the city heeded Secretary Baker's demands, he appeared 

to move the training camp nearer to its grasp. When it 

offended him, he angrily snatched it farther from its 

reach. Up to the point at which the war ended, El Paso 

remained uncertain as to which of its actions manipulated 

the dancing movements or whether the mover interested 

himself only in the reaction to the dance. 



CONCLUSION 

When Major Jefferson Van Horne and five companies 

of the Third Infantry surveyed the mountain pass at the 

bend of the Rio Grande in September, 1849 as the site of 

a military garrison, the Department of War had already 

designated nine other locations at the defense perimeter 

of frontier Texas that year. The following decade saw 

the army establish an equal number of fortifications as 

a second line of defense across expansive Texas. By the 

end of World War I of these only Fort Worth and Fort Bliss 

had fostered a permanent and large civilian population 

center, and the North Texas city had long ceased to main-

tain its original military installation. The vibrant 

civilian-military complex at El Paso stood as virtually 

a lone reminder of the scores of now nearly forgotten 

garrisons forged on the Southwestern frontiers of Texas, 

New Mexico, and Arizona in the aftermath of the Mexican 

1 War. 

1smaller Texas garrison towns which survive from 
that period only as civilian communities include Jacksboro, 
Fort Stockton, Fort Davis, and the largest, San Angelo. 
San Antonio, with military roots in the Spanish era is not 
here considered a frontier garrison town of the post
Mexican War period. Seymour V. Connor, Texas: A History 
(New York, 1971), 167-168; Rupert Norval Richardson, Er
nest Wallace, and Adrian N. Anderson, Texas·: The Lone 
Star State (Englewood Cliffs, 1970), 249-251. 
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The garrison towns in the main succumbed to the 

fatal triumvirate of the receding frontier, the persis

tant advance of the railroad, and a dearth of potable 

water, singly or in combination. Of the Texas forts 

created as early as Bliss, only Brown, Ringgold, Mcin

tosh, and Duncan, all on the Mexican border, approached 

anywhere near its longevity. They were irregularly 

staffed in the twentieth century before eventual aban

donment, never having guarded a city as large as El 
-

Paso. Their counterparts surrendered sovereignty to a 

second tier of fortifications as the Indian frontier 

2 retreated westward. 

The later outposts proved equally mortal, with 
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only Clark surviving into the present century. Most, like 

their precursors, fell into disuse after the passing of 

the Indian wars of the 1870s, while lack of water hastened 

the demise of at least three, Belknap, Phantom Hill, and 

Chadbourne. The railroads, which spanned the state by the 

following decade, furnished the coup de grace to the West 

Texas garrisons of McKavett, Davis, and Stockton, either 

bypassing them or negating their influence by permitting 

rapid troop movements from large and more efficient 

2short histories of Texas and SouthvJestern forts 
are available in several sources. See Robert W. Frazer, 
Forts of the West (Norman, 1965), 3-15, 95-109, 139-164; 
Herber~M~art, Old Forts of the Southwest (Seattle, 
1964), passim; Rupert N. Richardson, Along Texas Old 
Forts Trail (Abilene, 1972), passim. 



military bases hundreds of miles away. This pattern of 

events held in the neighboring territories of Arizona 

and New Mexico even more decisively, with not one fron

tier post extant in the twentieth century. 3 
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That Fort Bliss and El Paso survived and prospered 

resulted from a combination of factors not limited to geo

graphical or historical determinism, though strongly ern

bracing each. Geography dictated the feasibility of both 

a permanent military post and a thriving commercial center 

at the distant mountain pass on the Rio Grande. Modern 

El Paso, only the width of a river removed from venerable 

Paso del Norte, strides two natural trade routes. The 

Santa Fe Trail of the Spanish and Mexican epochs linked 

this outlying area to Mexico City and, through the port of 

Veracruz, Europe. Presumably it would have gained ln-

creased recognition as a part of Mexico except for the 

events which terminated with the Mexican War and placed 

the left bank of the river under the American flag. The 

trade axis then swung to East and West, stimulated by 

the California gold rush. Given sufficient security and 

contact with the United States, El Paso promised to become 

a prominent city with or without Fort Bliss. 4 

3Frazer, Forts of the West, 142, 146, 148, 154, 
157, 162; Hart, Old Forts,-zl, 43, 45, 59, 129, 174; Rich
ardson, Along Texas, 7, 11, 16, 21. For dates of South
western forts see inside covers of Hart. 

4
Early American visitors commented favorably on 

the commercial possibilities of the region under United 
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However, for not less than three decades El Paso 

possessed neither the security nor the contact necessary 

to independent development. During this crucial period 

the town leaned heavily on the neighboring garrison to 

provide protection and a modicum of social and cultural 

intercourse. While the minuteness of both the garrison 

and the self-contained civilian community minimized the 

potential for economic impact, the modest augmentation of 

merchants' profits by the presence of a one-company post 

did help the local economy and portended a much firmer 

financial bond in later years. During this period the 

army best expressed its role by warding off Indian attacks 

and curbing civilian violence in the Salt War, as El Paso 

lay exposed and vulnerable, linked to its homeland by 

only rudimentary forms of transportation and cornmunica

. 5 tlon. 

Conditions more propitious to development touched 

El Paso in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. 

Extensive military campaigns of the middle 1870s effec-

tively removed the Apache and Comanche as a menace to West 

Texas communities, although renegade$ from New Mexico 

States protection. See chapter one. 

5For the role of the army at early El Paso see 
chapter one. A comparison of self-contained and diversi
fied local economies is stated by John Stricklin Spratt, 
The Road to ~indletop: Economic Change in Texas, 1875-
·1901 (Austin, 1970), 246-276. He cites railroads and con-
tainment of the Indians as crucial to the transformation. 
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reservations sporadically broke the peace at El Paso until 

the following decade. On the heels of the pacification of 

the frontier, the Southern Pacific steamed into the Pass 

in May of 1881, constituting the single most important 

element in the burgeoning of El Paso. This, with the 

joining of the region to an intercontinental rail system 

the following year, allowed El Paso to exploit its 

natural trading area in the American Southwest and 

northern Mexico. Almost overnight the isolated frontier 

town burst forth into a full-blown young city, as the 

restless and the ambitious detrained daily, commercial 

houses multiplied, and the local economy diversified. 6 

The fledgling business community immediately 

grasped the financial possibilities which a large per-

manent garrison would now offer. However, the new rail 

network of the Southwest turned a two-edged sword toward 

Fort Bliss: the small post might pass into oblivion or 

conceivably emerge as a large regional installation in 

the nature of Fort Sam Houston at San Antonio. Important 

elements within the army and the Department of War di-

vided on the issue, some favoring the augmentation and 

others desiring a military concentration in New Mexico 

away from tempting populations centers and the abandon-

ment of Fort Bliss. The political and business 

6
Effects of the railroads on El Paso are noted in 

chapter one. 



521 

establishment of El Paso, a readily interchangeable group, 

quickly undertook the first of numerous campaigns to sell 

the virtues of Fort Bliss and El Paso to the United States 

government. 7 

As early as the 1880s the city compiled a series 

of arguments for an expanded military garrison which, 

with slight modifications to meet new challenges, formed 

the standard line of approach to the powers at Washington 

over a period of decades. It emphasized the economic and 

strategic importance of a community astride an unstable 

international boundary more than six hundred miles from 

Fort Sam Houston. The civic leaders stressed the facility 

with which Fort Bliss apparently could dispatch troops by 

rail within a distance of hundreds of miles as necessity 

dictated. They lauded their salubrious climate and boun

tiful water supply, the latter boast vindicated by a 

successful artesian well atop Lanoria Mesa, eventual site 

of New Fort Bliss. Significantly, although expansionists 

quoted strategic arguments to Washington, they stirred 

local support more often by predicting massive economic 

benefits to the town through construction appropriations, 

heightened land values, and increased payrolls. A lavish 

campaign took the form of extensive news coverage and 

favorable editorials in local newspapers, citizen's assem

blies, pleas to Texas Congressmen (El Paso lacked a 

7
The enlargement campaign is noted in chapter one. 
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resident Representative), formal receptions of visiting 

civil and military leaders, and cultivation of officers 

stationed at the Pass. The success of the campaign, with 

its attendant financial reward, almost guaranteed its 

repetition.at each future opportunity to augment the in

stallation.8 

The establishment of New Fort Bliss on the mesa 

in 1893 assured a permanent garrison at El Paso, but it 

proved less than a guarantee of a large military payroll. 

Although Washington had promised a regimental post in 

exchange for the donation by the city of the reservation, 

a point frequently revived by El Pasoans in later expan

sion drives, the frugality of army appropriations held 

Fort Bliss to only a few hundred incumbents until the out-

burst of the Mexican Revolution in 1911. Indeed, during 

the short-lived Spanish-American War, the garrison 

dwindled virtually to the vanishing point. Significantly, 

El Paso and its economy continued apace in spite of the 

8 rbid.; Charles B. Hudspeth became El Paso's first 
resident Congressman in 1919. Texas Congressmen to whom 
El Paso appealed during the expansion campaigns were Sena
tors John H. Reagan of Palestine, Charles A. Culberson of 
Dallas, Jose~h W. Bailey of Gainesville, and Morris Shep
pard of Texarkana; and Representatives Samuel W. T. Lanham 
of Weatherford, Joseph D. Sayers of Bastrop, James L. 
Slayden of San Antonio, William R. Smith of Colorado City, 
Albert S. Burleson of Austin and John N. Garner of Uvalde. 
Significantly, San Antonio, which consistently maintained 
the largest military post in the state had a resident Rep
resentative as early as 1849. See 85th Congress, 2nd Ses
sion, House Document No. 607, Bio~raphical Dictionary of 
the American Congress, 1774-1949,~ashington, 1950), 375-
587. . 
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paucity of military largess. 9 

Such is not to indicate, however, that Fort Bliss 

cast a thin shadow following its transfer to the mesa, 

which had necessitated the largest construction project 

at El Paso to date. The base dispensed a continual if 

modest subsidy to merchants' coffers, offered the towns

people military pageants, and contributed color and music 

to civic functions. Athletic events of all description 

attracted civilians to the reservation throughout each 

year. Unlike the pre-railroad era, these entertainments 

did not constitute the bulk of local recreational fare, 

but they did contribute to the growing number of whole-

some pursuits in competition with the traditional seamy 

pasttimes of the Pass. And aside from the racial inci-

dents of 1900 and 1906, the presence of enlisted men 

provoked no major conflicts with the citizenry. In fact, 

more and more servicemen took their retirement and wives 

in El Paso, thereby enhancing the bond between town and 

fort. 10 

Still, it remained for the Mexican Revolution to 

bring forth the poten~ial of the Pass as a military cen-
~ 

ter. Recurring armed attacks on neighboring Ciudad Juarez 

and other points along the Rio Grande, climaxed by Villa's 

9For the period of the 1890s see chapters two and 
three. 

10
Ibid.; Racial relations are recounted in chapter 

four. 
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notorious raid·on Columbus, New Mexico moved President 

Wilson to line the international boundary with national 

guardsmen and regulars. Over sixty thousand troops 

eventually crowded available facilities at El Paso. With 

the city now harboring as many servicemen as civilians 

for the first time since the earliest years of its his

tory, El Paso witnessed heightened civilian-military ten

sions, particularly with some guardsmen. But the economic 

and social benefits were overwhelming, though obviously 

not evenly distributed among the population. Fort Bliss 

finally attained regimental status and gained its continu-

ing position as El Paso's single most important industry. 

Civic and military leaders cooperated in scheduling end-

less diversions for soldiers and civilians, and these fre-

quent social contacts propelled El Paso yet farther down 

the path to becoming a leading "mother-in-law of the 

army." 11 

The Mexican Revolution also prepared El Pasoans 

for the maintenance of the multitudes of servicemen who 

packed camp towns at the start of the Great War. Although 

the city failed in its strenuous efforts to attain a 

training cantonment for the European-bound doughboys, it 

continued as a major military point and was, because of 

11Events of the Mexican Revolution are found in 
chapters five, six, and seven. 
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the Hexican tumult, wise l'1 the ways of car~ng for large 

bodies of troops. El Paso avoided military-civilian 

confrontations which plagued some other Texas cities, 

. such as Waco and Houston, and managed in the bargain to 

eradicate at least temporarily some of its worst institu

tionalized temptations to young servicemen. 12 

In the final analysis not only circumstances, but 

also the dedication of community leaders, shaped the de

velopment of El Paso from a frontier town housing a small 

garrison to a modern metropolis encompassing a giant mili-

tary installation. The town fathers of the 1880s were 

men of varied backgrounds, most of them recent arrivals, 

with the ability to seek the main chance, whether such 

involved the location of new industries or the augmenta-

tion of a sleepy garrison. They pushed for the diversi-

fication of the local economy on all fronts. Their sense 

of cohesion and mission likely was accentuated by isola-

tion from other American communities, the fetching unob-

structed expanse beyond the city limits on two sides of 

town, the need for security and recognition, and a self-

image as a group distinct from the Mexican masses on both 

12The civilian-military clashes, mentioned in 
chapter four, were in fact racial in origin. One conjec
tures that El Paso, having suffered the incidents of ·1900 
and 1906, might have acted in a more positive manner than 
Waco and Houston to avoid them in 1917. El Paso did ac
comodate a small number of black soldiers during World War 
I without incident. The city's efforts to obtain a can
tonment are stated in chapters eight and nine. 
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sides of the Rio Grande. ,\t the same time the necessity 

of protecting Fort Bliss from abandonment precluded an 

introspection often associated with isolated communities. 

The town fathers avidly sought and sifted news from the 

outside world, particularly Washington, giving them a 

formidable grasp of national and international conditions. 

After 1900 they expressed themselves through the Chamber 

of Commerce, the entity most instrumental in the Fort 

Bliss expansion campaigns of the Mexican Revolution and 

World War I. 13 

Indeed, the El Paso Chamber of Commerce emerged 

as the foremost coordinating unit between the town and 

the fort on matters relating to military policy. Com-

manding officers of Fort Bliss routinely held membership 

in the organization and regularly spoke at its meetings 

and luncheons, either on pertinent issues or simply in 

praise of the interrelationship of the two communities. 

Military appropriations and budgets, Department of War 

policies, and, in war, bonds and selective service regu-

lations came before this sounding board, alternately 

13 owen White lists eighteen of the incipient com
munity leaders who arrived in El Paso either immediately 
before or after the entry of the railroads in Out of the 
Desert: The Historical Romance of El Paso (El Paso, 1923), 
147. In a biographical section White lauds the business 
and political leadership of his and earlier days, 333-441. 
Like most frontier newspapers, the El Paso press custom
arily filled its front pages with non-local news, cer
tainly' giving the interested an ability to follow national 
and international events. 
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initiated by civilian and ~rmy leaders. As the number of 

soldiers at El Paso increased, the organization created a 

series of committees to better administer to needs of the 

military community. As an army member approached retire

ment, the Chamber as a matter of course petitioned Wash

ington for promotion in order for him to reenter private 

life with a handsomer pension. Some post commanders, such 

as John J. Pershing, gained such favor with civic and 

commercial leaders that they earned status as adopted 

sons of El Paso. 14 

The augmentations of Fort Bliss constituted merely 

the most visible effects of the civilian-military combine 

at the Pass. Continuing military influence on the city 

exceeds payrolls, the commercial and residential expansion 

of El Paso's east side, ceremonial manifestations, or the 

presence on city streets of conspicuously neat young men 

in short haircuts. El Paso has developed over the years 

an aura not easily defined and still more difficult to 

trace, yet suggestive in part of military origin. Today 

El Paso is not only the largest Texas city west of San 

Antonio, it is easily the most cosmopolitan. The percep-

tive ear detects, in addition to the expected West Texas 

drawls and Spanish accents, speech patterns emanating from 

14Activities of the El Paso Chamber of Commerce 
during these years are found in the Minutes of the organi
zation at the Civic· Center, in the local press, and in 
chapters five through nine of this writing .. 
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all across the United States and various other nations 

as well. The intonation might well be German, since up

wards of one thousand officers of the air force of the 

Federal Republic have trained at Fort Bliss since the mid-

1960s. It could as easily be Oriental, as many serv~ce

men took wives in Korea and Indo-China and now are sta

tioned or retired at the Pass. 15 

The visitor to the Pass immediately senses a lei-

surely, "good-time" atmosphere. Never a "church town," 

according to El Paso's early chroniclers, the city at 

dusk and on weekends becomes a center of curiosity and 

amusement for diversion-minded servicemen seeking a change 

of pace from military regimen. On such occasions El Paso 

presents an image of a "young town," peopled by youthful 

males with unlined, closely-shaven faces. The image is 

strengthened as one inspects apartment units near Fort 

Bliss, occupied almost entirely by young couples with 

small children. 

The presence of the military made El Paso one of 

the first racially integrated Texas cities. President 

Truman's executive order abolishing color lines in the 

15For the training of German air officers at Fort 
Bliss see Stan Redding, "Lone Star Luftwaffe," Texas Mag
azine of the Houston Chronicle, March 21, 1976, 7-12, 28. 
Seemingly unusual for a West Texas medium-sized city, El 
Paso boasts several restaurants specializing in Vietnamese 
cuisine, bringing an exotic touch even to the lives of 
residents who may never have ventured far beyond the Pass. 
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armed forces accustomed El Pasoans to an aspect of deseg-

regation well in advance of most Southern communities. 

Notably, the subsequent Brown decision sparked little 

consternation at the Pass, and El Paso quietly integrated 

her schools at a time when many Texas cities railed 

against the court edict and fashioned various circum-

ventions. El Pasoans daily saw evidence of the ability 

of the blacks to assume positions of responsibility as 

Negroes attained increasingly higher ranks in the army. 

In instances where suggestion fails, the United States 

government assures the black soldier fair treatment in 

his relations with the civilian community to the extent 

that El Paso has closely adhered to civil rights regula-

. 1 h T · · l6 t~ons onger t an most exas c~t~es. 

The thousands of retired army officers and en-

listed men at the Pass contribute a perceptible military 

spirit to the area. American flags proudly fly on the 

lawns of neat and modest homes along Pershing Drive on 

every commemorative occasion. Because of the limited re-

tirement pay, most former career men seek employment in 

the local economy, and they are represented in virtually 

every sector. This situation is not without its drawbacks 

16Texas Western College basketball coach Don Has
kins fielded a virtually all-black national championship 
team in the 1965-1966 season at a time when most Texas 
and Southern college teams remained predominantly white. 
His success may have encouraged the rapid racial integra
tion of those teams in more recent years. 
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to newcomers seeking remun•=rative labor, who must compete 

with the veterans and the endless supply of Mexican na

tionals for available jobs. It is probably not coinci

dental that El Paso traditionally has boasted low wages, 

a labor surplus, and weak unions. 17 

In the main military political influence in most 

societies is perceived as conservative. Notably, in spite 

of its large numbers of low-income Mexican-Americans, El 

Paso tends to tilt slightly rightward politically. By the 

middle 1970s the city had elected more Anglo Republicans 

than Mexican-Americans to the office of mayor, and long-

time Representative Richard White, a conservative Demo-

crat, had earned repeated reelection by taking a frugal 

position on domestic spending and a generous view of mil-

itary allocations. The two daily newspapers consistently 

supported the same stance. On two occasions in the 1970s 

the electorate turned down tax proposals to fund the exis~ 

ing community college. Conservative community standards 

are reflected in the absence of gaudy strings of bars and 

pornography shops which blight the downtown areas of camp 

towns across the nation. Yet El Paso conservatism is not 

17 For a discussion of the military retired and the 
job market see Albert D. Biderman, "Sequels to a Military 
Career: The Retired Military Professor," in Morris Jano
witz, ed., The New Military: Changing Patterns of Organi
zation (New York, 1964), 287-336. Concerning unions, the 
El Paso Chamber of Commerce has been campaigning actively 
in the 1970s to place a "Right to Work" clause in the 
Texas Constitution. 
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typically Southern, asnotei above, appropriate to a city 

in which large numbers of its residents have served 

twenty or thirty years in the nation's most integrated 

society. Accordingly, retirees not infrequently take 

Mexican wives, form social contacts on both sides of the 

river, and soften somewhat the cleavage between two cul

tures.18 

El Paso glories in its history. Probably no city 

of comparable size exceeds the interest and affection which 

El Pasoans display for their heritage. Businesses provide 

the visitor maps for walking tours of El Paso's historic 

sites. Libraries shelve reams of published and unpub

lished histories of the area, and scholars and laymen con-

tinually increase the amount. Newspapers on a daily basis 

18
Fred Hervey and Don Henderson were successive 

Republican mayors in the 1970s, while Raymond Telles, 
elected in the late 1950s, remains the only Mexican
American elected to that post. Liberal Woodrow Bean, with 
the support of labor unions and Hexican-American groups, 
has been unable to win that office. On the conservatism 
of the military S. E. Finer negatively describes the char
acteristics as centralized, hierarchial, disciplinary, 
inter-communicative, and possessing espirit de corps in 
Man on Horseback: The Role of the Military in Politics 
(New-york, 1962), 1~ Charlotte Wolf similarly describes 
the military as "an organization which is characterized by 
authoritarianism, barracks neatness, and hierarchial or
der" in Garrison Community: A itudy of an Overseas Ameri
can Military Colony (Westport, 969), 259. Biderman, 
"S"equels to a Hilitary Career," 333, sees the civilian and 
military sectors as much more compatible, and one must, of 
course, take into account the reformist impulses of some 
"Nasserist Armies" in Africa and Latin America. Like 
other border communities with small black populations, ra
cial friction in El Paso has tended toward Anglo-Chicano 
tensions. 
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recall dramatic and sentim£~ntal episodes of the past. 

Elderly residents beguile visiting researchers with anec

dotes of civic leaders from past generations. No small 

part of this historic zeal rests on the efforts of retired 

career men. They are prominent in publishing circles, 

historical societies, museum boards, commemorative func-

tions, and on the faculty and student body of the univer

sity and community college. Their past exploits and knowl

edge of local history earn them numerous press interviews 

and invitations to set their knowledge in print. 19 

Irrefutably, other cities lacking a military past 

exhibit evidences of similar development and many of the 

characteristics of modern El Paso. Nevertheless, since the 

two faces, military and civilian, which that metropolis 

today displays trace a common source, one may surmlse that 

much of the flavor and content of present-day El Paso de

rlve from a September day in 1849 when Major Jefferson Van 

Horne rested his travel-weary infantrymen at the end of 

their long journey and they cast their gaze along the ver

dant valley touched by the ancient river and the statu

esque mountains and prepared to encamp at the Pass of the 

North. 

19 d . d h . . f Military men have omlnate t e wrltlng o area 
military history particularly. See bibliography. 
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