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SPR UCE McCOY BAIRD:
FROM TEXAS AGENT TO NEW MEXICO
OFFICIAL, 1848-1860
MORRIS F. TAYLOR

United States sovereignty expanded in 1848 over more
than a half-million square miles of northern Mexico, it entailed far
more than dealing with a small, indigenous, alien population in a
vast area acquired by conquest. An already established American
presence in Santa Fe and Taos, grown out of the earlier fur trade,
currently rested on commerce over the Santa Fe Trail and with
Indian tribes, as well as involvement in land grants. Some Americans had become persons of influence under the Republic of Mexico, and they saw their best chance to maintain their positions in a
new American territory or state. Those men also had strong biases
in American regional rivalries that quickly swept into the annexed
land. The controversy over slavery, as seen, for example, in reactions to the Wilmot Proviso of 1846 that would have barred
slavery in land taken from Mexico, hovered over New Mexico
before an American territory of that name was created.
The old Texas claim of jurisdiction right up to the Rio Grande
was, in a sense, waiting for acceptance with the coming of American rule, but stout antipathy to becoming a part of Texas ~as
widespread in New Mexico for several reasons. Texas military
incursions in the early 1840s had bequeathed fear and dislike of
Texans. Texan economic interests had not been important in trade
with Santa Fe or the tribes. Absorption by Texas would split New
Mexico and assure slavery east of the Rio Grande.
The government in Austin, however, advanced the Texas claim,
and Spruce McCoy Baird was a central figure in trying to impose
it. His futile efforts in behalf of Texas, and his successful adjustment to the new order in New Mexico, have not been jointly
WHEN

0028-6206/78/0100-0039$02.00/0

40

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW LIn:l 1978

delineated before. As the subject of this article, his career during
the formative years prior to the Civil War may contribute to a
clearer understanding of the period.

*

*

*

On the evening of November 10, 1848, a small group of Texans
arrived in Santa Fe from Independence, including red-headed
Spruce McCoy Baird. Kentucky-born and thirty-four years old,
Baird had been appointed in May by Texas Governor George T.
Wood as judge of that state's eleventh judicial district in the new
Santa Fe County.l That subdivision embraced New Mexico east of
the Rio Grande, which Texas claimed under its boundary act of
1836. Among other things, the law required Baird to hold district
court in Santa Fe twice a year. The move to assert Texas jurisdiction was in response to reports of a move for state government in
New Mexico. 2
Judge Baird's trip from Nacogdoches (in east Texas, where he
had practiced law since 1843) via New Orleans and St. Louis took
nearly six months. En route, he left his wife with her parents on
their plantation near Lexington, Missouri. 3 During the period of
his journey, developments elsewhere had bearing on his mission:
The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was proclaimed on July 4; comment on his appointment in the Santa Fe Rep.ublican was hostile,
suggesting a treatment of tar and feathers;4 on October 6, Governor Wood sent notice'of Baird's appointment to President James
K. Polk and asked that military officers at Santa Fe give every
lawful aid to him;5 on the same date a badly split convention in
Santa Fe called for territorial government, no slavery, and rejection of the Texas claim;6 the Whig candidate, Zachary Taylor,
was elected president on November 7.
If Baird saw the Republican's editorial, it did not alarm him.
His advice to his district attorney, James W. Webb, to wait until
spring before coming out, indicates that he anticipated no trouble
or personal hazard. 7 An immediate obstacle was Lieutenant Colonel John M. Washington, the civil and military governor, whose
de facto military regime was a legacy of the Taos Rebellion of
January 1847, which toppled the civilian administration of Governor Charles Bent. The murdered governor was succeeded by
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Donaciano Vigil as acting governor, but, as in California, civilian
control was subordinated to the military, which became obvious
under the tours of duty of Colonel Sterling Price and Colonel
Washington. 8
Naturally against the military, Vigil, who vigorously opposed
military rule, called the October convention to organize a territory. A territorial bill for Oregon, California, and New Mexico
had died in the House of Representatives, after receiving Senate
approval. Missouri's Senator Thomas Hart Benton then publicly
advised the people of New Mexico and California to set up such
governments on their own; the warm reception given to his recommendation in New Mexico influenced the convention's clear stand
against slavery and the Texas claim. In the Senate, Democrat Benton and Whig John M. Clayton, of Delaware, sponsored the New
Mexican petition in December, but it was turned down by an opposition led by John C. Calhoun, of South Carolina, and Texas
Senator Thomas J. Rusk. 9
Judge Baird believed that slavery was not a matter of great concern to most New Mexicans, and, in his opinion, the convention
was an attempt by a small group of willful men to maintain themselves in power, a stance that forced them to oppose the Texas
claim as well. His view had a measure of truth, but his inference of
latent support for Texas among the Mexican majority was without
substance. Blaming the men seeking home rule, Baird wrote that
"it was only from these sources that we can account for. . . the
frightful stories. . . in circulation, among the Mexicans. . . that
we would destroy their religion, confiscate their property, hang
and enslave the people for their former acts of rebellion [meaning
resistance to the Texas-Santa Fe expedition of 1841 and other
Texan incursions in 1841-42]."10 If he publicly cited those alleged
"acts of rebellion" then he fed the very fears he sought to allay. All
we know is that his judgment was bad in misreading the effect of
those Texas intrusions on the hostility towards his official assignment. II He reported to his superiors that "a hot opposition was
gotten up in Santa Fe in favor of Texas; started by a gentleman
from San Antonio de Bexar by the name of Smith,"12 but he gave
no evidence of an effective, organized group, nor did one ever
materialize.
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At a public meeting he sponsored, Baird allowed an expression
of opposition by Captain William Z. Angney, a Santa Fe lawyer
and Benton admirer, who presented resolutions against the Texas
claim and the Kearny Code. Baird thought his own position was
unchallengeable, and in a later report to the Austin government,
he made no assessment of Angney's arguments but treated the
whole matter with levity.13 His self-assurance was rather surprising.
Colonel Washington avoided a direct confrontation. Judge
Baird had sent his credentials (along with copies of Texas laws for
his authority) to the colonel. In a covering letter, dated November
22 at "Santa Fe, Texas," he asked if the temporary government set
up by General Kearny had not been dissolved by the recent treaty
with Mexico. We do not know what Washington thought of the
heading, but he replied the same day, making it clear that he
would maintain the existing government until the President or the
Congress should arrange otherwise. But he tempered his retort by
saying he expected eventual acceptance of the Texas claim, an
opinion that must have added to Baird's confidence. 14
Both men were in awkward positions because neither operated
with clear instructions. IS In mid-March Baird sent a proclamation of Texas jurisdiction to Colonel Washington, who then asked
Baird to call on him; he did so and accepted the colonel's insistence that the document should not be issued-not then anyway.
Baird, uncertain himself, was easily persuaded. There was mutual
recognition that they were only instruments of singularly confused
policies, and Baird knew he could not enforce the proclamation. 16
Colonel Washington pointed out to Baird that the press on
which the Santa Fe Republican (the only newspaper there) was
printed belonged to the government-a not very subtle allusion to
his apparent power of censorship. There was controversy in New
Mexico over how the government-owned press came into the
hands of a political faction headed by Supreme Court Justice Joab
Houghton, one of Governor Bent's appointees, that advocated territorial status, opposed slavery, and rejected the Texas claim. Not
that Baird was denied access to the Republican; it carried several
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articles by him in support of Texas sovereignty extending to the
Rio Grande. l1
A report circulated in March 1849 that an army officer was
writing an article highly unfavorable to Texas. Twisting the censorship screw a bit himself, Baird told Washington that if the piece
appeared he would "feel absolved from any promise to suspend a
formal claim to jurisdiction over this country [meaning the proclamation]."18 Washington countered by reminding Baird that
"according to our agreement it is my wish that the matter shall remain at rest until we can act conjointly, when the thing can be
arranged without difficulty."19 Once again Baird backed off in the
face of Washington's rather peremptory manner.
In early April Judge Baird heard that Congress had approved
the Texas claim. Without waiting for official verification, he
demanded that judicial proceedings under present officials should
cease in favor of Texas judicial authority. The colonel persuaded
him not to be hasty, and before long an authentic report came in
that Congress had made no such decision. Although Baird was fortuitously saved from embarrassment, he also had been restrained
once more from asserting Texan jurisdiction, which added to
growing impatience inAustin. 20
Contact with his superiors took much time. Baird's December
letters to Washington D. Miller, 21 the Texas secretary of state, arrived in Austin on March 14, 1849. Not replying until April 14,
Miller said that the military occupation of New Mexico probably
would end soon, so steps should be taken to prepare the people to
accept Texas jurisdiction. Baird also received the governor's proclamation on the subject, which was to be published and followed
by writs for an August election in the huge Texas county of Santa
Fe. On July 3 Washington talked with Baird and- secured another
delay to await further instructions from Austin. The colonel's persuasiveness was simple; he promised to do nothing to prejudice the
Texas claim, and he said there was not time enough to coordinate
the county election with an impending Texas state election. 22
Baird accepted the man's word and logic.
Claiming the need to attend to "matters of great importance to
myself,"23 Baird left for Independence a few days later. There is no
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evidence that he left for other than personal reasons-no hint of
recall. Leaving another Texan, Major Palmer J. Pillans, as his
agent in Santa Fe, Baird went to Missouri, and from Lexington on
September 21 he sent the first of his reports to Secretary Miller in
Austin. 24
While Baird was away the issue of civil government for New
Mexico was reopened with fresh vigor. Colonel Washington was
on campaign against the Navajos, so Major (Brevet Lieutenant
Colonel) Benjamin 1. Beall, second in command, called a convention to draw up a new petition to Congress, after receiving resolutions signed by a number of Americans on August 22. In Santa Fe
on September 24 nineteen elected delegates called for territorial
status and chose Hugh N. Smith, the first attorney general under
Governor Bent, as delegate to Congress. 25
On the day before, Baird had reported from Missouri that a major reason for Mexican and American opposition to the Texas
claim was their fear that land grants made by the Republic of
Mexico, east of the Rio Grande, in which men from both groups
held ownership, would be invalidated by the Texas government. A
step by the Texas legislature to relieve that concern was stopped
short by news of the recent convention. 26
When Baird heard of the convention, he professed to Secretary
Miller that he attached little importance to it, emphasizing the
factionalism at Santa Fe. Only an agreement between Congress
and the Texas legislature would settle the question of jurisdiction.
Baird was disillusioned by Beall's action, in view of Colonel
Washington's assurances of non-intervention. Quite possibly Baird
did not know that when Washington returned from the Navajo expedition, he expressed disapproval of the convention. In any event,
Washington was replaced by Colonel John Munroe in late OctoberP
From Independence in late October, Judge Baird advised the
Texas government to accept territorial status for New Mexico on
both sides of the Rio Grande north of EI Paso, which would include the main settlements from Socorro north. In other words the
northwest boundary of Texas should be from a point on the Rio
Grande south of Socorro, running just east of Anton Chico to a
point on the Arkansas River opposite Bent's Fort. That line would
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leave the Pecos valley open to Texan development, and EI Paso
would dominate the Chihuahua trade. Texas, he said, should
reserve the proceeds from the sale of public lands, and "by such an
arrangement we would lose nothing and get rid of a troublesome
and worthless set of customers. "28
That at least was a pragmatic proposal, and it was supported in
principle by 'Major Pillans, Baird's surrogate in Santa Fe, who said
in a letter made public in Texas that opposition to Texas in Santa
Fe was invincible. Baird, dismayed by rising criticism in Texas
newspapers of his handling of Texan interests, considered resigning. In a letter to recently elected Governor Peter Hansborough
Bell, he admitted having private business interests in New Mexico
but denied an accusation of neglect of his duties as the Texas
representative. 29
The new Texas governor was determ,ined to assert jurisdiction
as far as the Rio Grande. To that end he appointed Major Robert
S. Neighbors, well-known Texas Indian agent, as commissioner to
organize the remnant of Santa Fe County and the three new counties lately created from it. That meant, of course, that Baird's
recommendation for a Texas-New Mexico boundary was rejected
in' Austin, and Baird himself was left with no official position
other than his district judgeship, a condition that was not entirely
distasteful to him. '
Arriving in Austin in February 1850 after Neighbors had left for
New Mexico, Judge Baird sent a tentative resignation to Governor
Bell. At the same time he offered advice on governing east of the
Rio Grande: retain basic Mexican law and custom in irrigation,
mining, herding, master-servant contracts, and common ownership of woodlands and saline deposits. And he advocated settling
Pueblo Indians along the Arkansas and Pecos Rivers to help subjugate the nomadic tribes. 30 Commissioner Neighbors was well
received at EI Paso by Major Jeff Van Horne, who had not been
told of the Taylor administration's change of policy against the
Texas claim. 31
\
Baird was so encouraged by reports from EI Paso that he withdrew his resignation and told the governor that he would hold
'court in Santa Fe as soon as Neighbors was ready. It is not known
why Baird, in view of his own experience, thought that Neighbors'
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success in the EI Paso region could be projected into New Mexico.
And Neighbors was soon stripped of any delusions he may have
had when he reached Santa Fe on April 8.
Stiff opposition was led by Judge Joab Houghton, who called
upon citizens to ignore any Texas-sponsored election and threatened to jail anyone who tried to enforce Texas jurisdiction.
Houghton was prominent in the territorial faction, and there was
a pro-state group also. Colonel Munroe, the new army commander, had ordered a hands-off policy (hardly different from
that of his predecessor), except to protect life and property and
fend off a possible Texan invasion, about which reports circulated. 32
Actually, army neutrality ended a few days before Neighbors'
arrival. Lieutenant Colonel George A. McCall brought advices
from President Zachary Taylor that favored statehood. Munroe,
under considerable pressure, summoned a constitutional convention in Santa Fe on May IS. Major Neighbors, shocked and
powerless to prevent it, returned to Texas with no more to show
for his efforts than Judge Baird had achieved. The commissioner's
departure left Baird as de facto spokesman for Texas in New Mexico. 33
The delegates approved a constitution, written largely by Judge
Houghton,34 that defied the Texans by designating Santa Fe as the
capital and being both anti-slavery and anti-military. Following
popular acceptance of it and elections under it, Lieutenant Governor Manuel Alvarez (in the absence of Governor Henry Connelly) set local elections for the second Monday in August; on the
same day Judge Baird proclaimed local elections in Santa Fe
County, Texas, for the first Monday in August in accordance with
a statewide Texas election. Baird had not received Governor
Bell's letter ofJune 12, urging him to withdraw to EI Paso to hold
court. When Colonel Munroe deployed troops in such a way that
prevented both elections, Baird, apparently having received the
communication, went down to EI Paso. 35
The threat of Texas military intervention subsided in the face of
a growing willingness to sell the Texas claim for $10,000,000 and
the present boundary between Texas and New Mexico-features of
the Compromise of 1850 enacted by Congress in September and
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accepted by the Texas legislature in November. 36 Under the compromise, Texas abandoned the left bank of the Rio Grande and
New Mexico became a territory, thereby dismantling the state
constitution of 1850 and everything done under its authority.
With his official connection with Texas dissolved, Spruce M.
Baird decided to stay in New Mexico, and in late 1850 he brought
his wife to Albuquerque, near which he had made investments.
During his eight months in New Mexico he had been alert to personal economic opportunities. Early in December 1848 he and
seven other men asked permission of the Texas government to exploit some saline deposits between the Rio Grande and the Pecos
River, southeast of Albuquerque. Later he purchased a sawmill in
the vicinity of that town. As he prospered, another Texan accused
him of neglecting official duties in favor of private business, an
allegation that Baird dismissed as coming from an improvident
man to whom he had refused to loan money. 37
His early interest in saline deposits southeast of Albuquerque
probably provided Baird's first contact with the world of Spanish
and Mexican land grants; the salt beds may have been on the Antonio Sandoval Grant, a claim of nearly 500,000 acres. In 1852 he
acquired a 33,696-acre tract fronting on the east bank of the Rio
Grande about six miles 'below Albuquerque. It became known as
El Rancho del Chino Tejano. Baird probably bought the place
from Antonio Sandoval; years later his heirs failed in their attempt
to prove it was based on a land grant from the King of Spain. 38
In the following years, Baird settled into life on the ranch and
began to increase his stake in New Mexico. Just when he had business dealings with Eugene Leitensdorfer, the well~known Santa Fe
merchant, is not known, but on January 4, 1858, he acquired
Leitensdorfer's one-sixth interest in the Vigil and St. Vrain Grant
(also known as the Las Animas or Purgatoire Grant), which lay
south of the Arkansas River, then mostly in New Mexico Territory,
with a bit in Kansas Territory. In May 1859 the Santa Fe Gazette
published a notice over the signature of Joab Houghton, agent and
attorney for the grant claimants. Baird was listed as one of the
proprietors, and in November he co-signed with Ceran St. Vrain a
full power of attorney to Houghton. 39 Thus did the two judges,
Baird and Houghton, whose political rivalry dated back to the

48

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW LIII: I 1978

days of the Texas claim, come together in a case of economic exploitation in a way that presaged the Santa Fe Ring.
A project that held Baird's attention for a long time was promotion of a railroad from Albuquerque to California, roughly along
the thirty-fifth parallel of latitude. 40 As a member of the New Mexico bar, Baird built a sound reputation in both civil and criminal
law. Sensational cases in the latter category, which brought him
much publicity, will be presented later in a political context. Of
his civil cases, two are notable. In 1855 he was an attorney for the
plaintiff in a prototype of New Mexico land grant litigation. With
Hugh N. Smith, ardent abolitionist and close friend of Joab
Houghton, he argued the case of Justo Pino et al. vs. Alexander
Hatch before Judge Kirby Benedict. Although the court ruled
against Baird and Smith's client, the decision set guidelines interpreting the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo as protective of property
rights derived from Mexican land grants. When Benedict ruled in
Pino vs. Hatch, the first surveyor general of New Mexico, William
Pelham, had arrived in Santa Fe only a few days before. Land
grant lawsuits soon became a bonanza for lawyers of all political
stripes. 41
A precedent-setting case involving water rights between Acoma
and Laguna Pueblos had Spruce M. Baird (for Acoma) pitted
against John S. Watts (for Laguna). Baird presented his case to.
Judge Benedict as a bill to quiet title, a procedure ordinarily used
to determine land title; on the strength of that the court ruled in
favor of Acoma on July 6, 1857. Baird's central argument set the
precedent in future water rights litigations that those rights, when
appurtenant to land, would be dealt with as a special form of real
estate. 42
When Judge Baird decided to remain in New Mexico, he followed an example already set by his Texan friend and colleague,
Palmer J. Pillans, who quickly had become politically active in a
statehood faction headed by Major Richard H. Weightman, the
short-time senator-elect under the constitution of 1850. 43 Probably
,the Pillans connection brought Baird into the Weightman group
and to the attention of James S. Calhoun, the pro-slavery
Georgian, whom Whig President Taylor appointed as first Indian
Agent in New Mexico in 1849. Weightman wanted stronger con-
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gressional support in dealing with the Indians, and Calhoun's
accomplishments as agent led Weightman to back him for the
governorship of the new territory. 44
Residence in the Rio Abajo country made Baird knowledgeable
about Indian raids, especially by the Navajo, a problem in which
the settlers of the region had been enmeshed for generations. So
when Calhoun took office as governor and superintendent of Indian affairs (ex officio) in March 1851, he picked Baird as a
special Indian agent and informed the Commissioner of Indian Affairs that General Baird had accepted-a reference to his choice of
Baird as Major General, Third (Southern) Division, of his recently
organized New Mexico Militia. Commencing work on February 1,
1852, and operating from Jemez Pueblo, west of Santa Fe, Agent
Baird kept close watch on the NavajOS; also in his charge were the
pueblos south of Jemez, including Zia, Santa Ana, and San Felipe,
and he held the Pueblo Indians in considerable admiration. His
tenure extended into the governorship of William Carr Lane (Calhoun died in the spring of 1852) and terminated with the irleoming administration of Franklin Pierce in 1853. 45
His political alignment in New Mexico put Baird at odds with
Judge Houghton and others of strong anti-slavery leanings. He no
longer viewed the issue of human bondage as insignificant in New
Mexico, and he was aroused by what he called the" 'abolitionist
doctrine, of the rankest character' " espoused by the Reverend
William G. Kephart of the American and Foreign Anti-Slavery
Society, who became editor of the new Santa Fe Weekly Gazette in
1850. The minister also was outspokenly anti-Catholic, which
- alienated Padre Jose Manuel Gallegos of Albuquerque, and other
influential Hispanic priests, who moved into Richard H. Weightman's political orbit. 46
Demonstrating his own political and social skills, Judge Baird
was picked by the voters of Bernalillo County as one of three
representatives in the first Legislative Assembly of New Mexico
that convened on June 2, 1851. The other two were Juan Cristobal
Armijo, Santa Fe Trail trader, Albuquerque merchant, and
nephew of the last Mexican governor, Manuel Armijo, and Jose
Leandro Perea, a wealthy anti-American sheepman. Baird's
friend, Palmer J. Pillans, was elected from Santa Fe County.47
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At the same time, Major Weightman was chosen as New Mexico's delegate to Congress. 48 Political alignments in the territory
were mainly personal followings engaged in a st~uggle for control
of the emerging Democratic Party. The Whig Party had little influence there, except for federal appointments during the TaylorFillmore administration.
Alleged voting irregularities at Albuquerque and nearby Los
RanGhos resulted in two killings. One of the victims was William
C. Skinner, an active member of Judge Houghton's old territorial
party, who was done in by Juan Cristobal Armijo in a brawl in Armijo's store. Baird defended Armijo and won acquittal on selfdefense. The Houghton faction was outraged, Gazette editor
James L. Collins charging that the jury was packed with Armijo's
relatives; that district attorney Elias P. West was no good as prosecutor because he was Baird's law partner. A strong inference
was that the Weightman-Calhoun group blatantly catered to the
Hispanos. And later, when Spruce M. Baird's signature was one of
only two Anglo names on a testimonial letter endorsing Governor
Calhoun's policies and conduct, his political preference was unmistakeable. 49
Delegate Weightman did not seek reelection. In June 1853 a
Democratic Party organization was put together in a convention
at Los Algodones, north of Bernalillo, that was hardly a crosssection of Democrats in the territory. Ethnic, nativist prejudices
were strong in leaders like Father Gallegos, Manuel Antonio
Chaves, and Miguel E. Pino, and both Gallegos and Chaves were
at loggerheads with the new Catholic vicar-apostolic, Bishop Jean
Baptiste Lamy. Anglos close to the Missouri merchants shunned
the party, and others were repelled by the pro-slavery sentiments
of Weightman. 50
Under the banner unfurled at Algodones, Father Gallegos won
the delegate's seat over the Whig candidate, former governor
William Carr Lane. The priest had just been ousted from his Albuquerque parish by Bishop Lamy. For the campaign Richard H.
Weightman brought in New Mexico's second printing press and
published in Albuquerque a paper called El Amigo del Pais (The
Friend of the Country) to support Gallegos and others against the
Gazette. 51
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As an editor, Weightman at first called for construction of the
Atlantic and Pacific Railroad along the thirty-fifth parallel from
Albuquerque to California but, after the Gadsden Purchase,
shifted his support to the thirty-second. parallel. From that change
came an antagonism towards a well-known Santa Fe Trail figure,
Francis X. Aubry, which climaxed in Weightman's sensational
and fatal stabbing of Aubry in Mercure brothers' cantina on Santa
Fe's plaza, August 18,1854. 52
Weightman's trial in Santa Fe was on September 20-21, Judge
Kirby Benedict presiding. Prosecution was by William W. H.
Davis, a Massachusetts-born lawyer and Mexican War officer.
Spruce M. Baird and John S. Watts, former New Mexico Supreme
Court justice, entered a plea of self-defense for Weightman, who
was acquitted, in large measure, it was said, because of Baird's
courtroom ability. The fairness of the trial was generally conceded, but about a week later Weightman left New Mexico, never
to return. 53
In 1856 the Algodones Democrats reelected Padre Gallegos as
delegate over Miguel A. Otero, candidate of a rival group called
the National Democracy. The victory was short-lived, however,
because Otero overcame Gallegos' slim margin in a recount by the
House Committee on Elections and took his seat on July 23.
Bishop Lamy was an active Otero backer. 54
Reports in February 1857 said that Gallegos would not be re.nominated, that Spruce M. Baird might be picked. By April it was
clear that Baird was a willing candidate, and Don Miguel E. Pino
began publication of El Dem6crata on the old Amigo del Pais
press. 55
The convention at Pena Blanca, of which Acting Governor
William W. H. Davis was chairman,56 nominated Baird for delegate on June 1. On the same day Baird resigned his commission as
major general in the territorial militia. 57 And soon a journalistic
duel between El Dem6crata and the Santa Fe Gazette, to which
James L. Collins had returned as editor, hit full stride.
A Dem6crata editorial displayed the old Mexican nativism by
depicting Miguel A. Otero, who sought reelection, as a turncoat
rico, greatly influenced by his American bride from South
Carolina. The Gazette was not above the nativist game, saying
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that Baird tried to be a better Mexican than Otero, and some of
Otero's friends praised their man as an hijo del pais, while stigmatizing Baird as a Texan outsider. One of those was Surveyor General Pelham, who employed as translator and clerk one David J.
Miller, who was also a new co-editor of the Gazette and the
brother of Washington D. Miller, the Texas secretary of state to
whom Baird reported in 1849. What influence, if any, that link
with the past had in 1857, the record does not disclose. 58
The Gazette spoke contemptuously of the Gallegos party, the
Pena Blanca Democracy, and the Descolados (Bob-tailed)
Democracy, while El Democrata declared the New Democracy
was tainted with abolitionism and know-nothingism. Whiggery
was a mutual epithet, and ex-Whigs were active on each side. But
the outcome turned chiefly on local matters. The Gazette editors
agreed with Baird, for example, that the issue of Democrat vs.
Black Republican was not raised because most voters were not
familiar enough with circumstances in the state to judge it intelligently. Samuel Ellison, who was pro-Baird and secretary to
William W. H. Davis, thought Baird and his party were defeated
by four local factors: (1) nativism, (2) Baird's pro-Texas image, (3)
the opposition of Bishop Lamy, and (4) the influence of Surveyor
General Pelham. 59
Baird's defeat was substantial-nearly 3,000 votes-and his
party lost control of the lower house (the Assembly), including the
rejection of Jose Manuel Gallegos. The Democratic group organized at Los Algodones in 1853 deteriorated rapidly, and the socalled New Democracy developed into a more or less consolidated
party, but its pro-Southern drift under the guidance of Miguel A.
Otero subjected it to stress and strain on the eve of the Civil War. 60
The trend was clear in President James Buchanan's appointments for New Mexico: Abraham Rencher, a North Carolinian, as
governor; Alexander M. Jackson, of Mississippi, as secretary; and
William J. Blackwood, Otero's brother-in-law from South
Carolina, to the supreme court bench. Any doubt was disspelled
when the assembly passed a slave code in February 1859, which
Rencher signed with Otero's approval. 61
Those circumstances helped to encourage Judge Baird to return
to politics, and in 1859 he won a seat on the territorial council.
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Little is known of his service as council member, but one activity
is worthy of mention. On February 10, 1860, Governor Rencher
signed into law an act incorporating the Historical Society of New
Mexico. Spruce M. Baird was one of the incorporators. 62
In September 1859 Hugh N. Smith, attorney general, died suddenly at his home in Santa Fe. Governor Rencher's choice to succeed Smith was Spruce M. Baird, whose nomination was approved
by the council on January 27, 1860, to be effective after adjournment of the Ninth Legislative Assembly in which Baird was a
council member. 63
The Assembly adjourned on February 1, 1860, and Baird resigned the attorney generalship on July 12, after serving less than
six months. In explanation, he cited the demands of his ranch and
the problem of Indian depredations that made it impossible for
him to attend to official duties. He did worry about the fast
disintegration of relations with the Navajos, which brought a split
between Governor Rencher, who favored the use of local militia
companies against them, and Colonel Thomas T. Fauntleroy, who
th~eatened withdrawal of federal troops if the militia were
employed. Secretary of the Interior Levi Cass overruled Rencher,
but Baird supported the governor,64 angrily criticizing Fauntleroy
in a letter to the Santa Fe Gazette: .. 'Our condition is becoming
truly desperate and no dawn of relief from the Commandant. He
could have fiddled with a Grace while Rome was burning, if he
had been there and I wish to God he had.' "65 New Mexico volunteers took the field anyway, but there is no evidence that Baird had
a direct invol vement. 66
His reasons for resignation are hardly convincing. About the
same time Baird granted to Eugene Leitensdorfer a power of attorney over his properties in New Mexico and Missouri. Together,
those actions suggest that he was planning a major change in the
circumstances of his life, but there is no clear indication of what
he had in mind. In any event, with the onset of the Civil War,
Spruce M. Baird became an ardent and active Confederate, who
was indicted for treason and served as an officer in the Confederate army in Texas and Louisiana.
The Civil War irrevocably altered the course of Baird's life.
When he returned to New Mexico, exonerated from the charge of
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treason, he never regained prominence in any way c<.>mmensurate
with his progression from Texas judge to New Mexico attorney
general. Later, in Colorado, where he died in 1872,67 his political
activity was minor in comparison with his partisan leadership in
the ethno-political complexities of New Mexico in the 1850s.
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