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"G 100m Over Our Fair Land":
Socorro County During the Civil War
JERRY THOMPSON

Before and during the centennial celebration of the Civil War in the
early 1960s, a profusion of scholarship appeared on the war in New
Mexico Territory. As expected, several major studies concentrated on
the Confederate invasion of the territory. 1 Biographies have also appeared on the commanders of the two armies, Generals Edward Richard Sprigg Canby and Henry Hopkins Sibley, and on such diverse
warriors as the unfatiguable Federal Colonel Manuel Chaves, the courageous Captain Alexander McRae, and the flamboyant and unpredictable Captain James "Paddy" Graydon. 2 Confederates who have caught
the attention of historians include the heavy-drinking and heroic Colonel Tom Green and the Indian-hating Colonel John Robert Baylor. 3
Article topics range from describing everything from whether the retreating Federals from Fort Fillmore had whiskey in their canteens in
July 1861, as it was widely reported at the time, to exactly who guided
the "Pikes Peakers" in the destruction of the Rebel supply train in the
depths of Apache Canyon during the Battle ofGlorieta. 4 Other articles
have described different aspects of the battles of Valverde and Glorieta
and even the skirmish at Peralta. s A number of diaries, journals, and
memoirs from soldiers on -both sides also have appeared in print. 6 More
recently, a meticuously researched book that analyzes the Battle of
Valverde, hour by hour has appeared. 7 An equally impressive study of
the Confederacy's objectives in the Far West and General Sibley's failure to fulfill those ambitions has also been published. 8
Jerry Thompson, dean of the College of Arts and Humanities at Texas A&M International University at Laredo, is a prominent historian of the Civil War in the Southwest.
With fifteen books to his credit, he is also a leading authority on the history of the
Texas-Mexico border.
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Surprisingly, however, no one has examined the effects of the war
on the civilian population of the territory. Certainly no county in the
territory and few in the United States were as adversely affected by the
war as Socorro County and its small rock and adobe villages nestled
along the banks of the Rio Grande. 9 At the time of the war, Socorro
County stretched from the Colorado River in the west to the New
Mexico-Texas border in the east, and encompassed all of what is today
Catron County and parts of Sierra, Lincoln, Torrance, Guadalupe,
DeBaca, Chaves, Roosevelt and Lea counties, New Mexico, as well as
all of present day Gila County and parts of Apache, Navajo, Greenlee,
Coconino, Yavapai, Pinal, Maricopa, La Paz, and Yuma counties, Arizona.
Residents of Socorro County later recalled that "the memorable year
of 1861 let loose the dogs of war in New Mexico, and the fratricidal
contest soon ... cast its gloom over our fair land."lo The devastating
effects the war would have on the county were not readily evident in
the early fall of 1861, as men in the county left their farms and ranches
and took up arms. II Captain Jose Trujillo enrolled ninety-one men in a
militia company at Socorro in the early fall of 1861 and, along with
First Lieutenant Vivian Tafoya and Second Lieutenant Jose de la Cruz
Olguin, the captain marched his men downriver where they were mustered at the village ofValverdeY Captain Luis Tafoya, who doubled as
county sheriff, recruited another three-month militia company at
Sabinal, La Joya, and La Joyita, and marched the men to Fort Craig,
where the company was mustered in late November 1861. 13 Captain
Calletano Tafoya, with the help of Pablo Padilla and Jose Antonio Luna,
was able to raise a seventy-nine man militia company at Socorro. 14 At
the same time, Captain Dionisio Jaramillo recruited another three-month
militia company of eighty-eight men at Socorro. IS Upriver at La Joya,
Captain Juan Carrillo gathered sixty-three men. 16 A mounted militia
company commanded by Captain Juan Armijo was organized at Socorro
in late December 1861 and early January 1862. 17 On 19 January 1862,
Armijo's forty-nine-man company, with Juan Gutierrez as first lieutenant and Matias Contreras as second lieutenant, pursued a raiding band
of Navajos westward into the snow-capped Magdalena Mountains where
a vicious fight ensued. One soldier, Samuel Sais, was killed in the fight
while a second recruit, Juan Torres, suffered serious wounds. Four mules
and three horses were also 10St.I 8
Other prominent Socorro County residents, almost all of whom were
Hispanic, also took up arms for the Union. They included thirty-yearold Luis M. Baca, a well-to-do sheep and cattle rancher and merchant
from Lemitar, who was commissioned a major in the Third Regiment
of the Territorial Militia, and Robert H. Stapleton, a thirty-year-old
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At about 8 p.m. on 24 February 1861, the Confederate Army of New Mexico fired a
shot that "passed over [San Miguel Church] and fell a short distance beyond." At 2
a.m: the following morning, Colonel Nicolas Pino of the Territorial Militia surrendered the town. At the time the community of Socorro had a population of 493. Photograph by George C. Bennett. Courtesy Museum of New Mexico, Santa Fe, negative no.
151683. Ca. 1882.

Irish-born merchant and farmer from Valverde, who became a colonel
in the territorial militia.
Undeniably, the best-known recruits from Socorro County were in
a cavalry company recruited ~t Lemitar by Captain Graydon, a daring
and egotistical Irish immigrant and seasoned veteran of the First Dragoons, who had received a commission in the New Mexico Volunteers.
At the county seat of Lemitar, population 780, eighty-four men joined
the charismatic, Spanish-speaking Graydon in what was called an Independent Spy Company that was to act as Colonel Canby's eyes and
ears. 19 Most of the recruits were small farmers and laborers in their late
twenties and thirties-somewhat older than other Civil War recruits. 20
The men agreed to furnish their own horses and equipment, in return
for only forty cents a day. Officers in the comp·any included First Lieutenant Felipe Gonzales and Second Lieutenant Juan Arroyo.2\ From
Lemitar, Graydon led his men downriver through Socorro to Fort Craig
where their horses, mules, and equipment were appraised and the men
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mustered on 19 October 1861. 22 From Fort Craig, Graydon's spy company traveled some thirty-five miles downriver to to the village of San
Ignacio de Alamosa where the men, although poorly armed and
equipped, patrolled the area along the Rio Grande and the deadly and
barren Jornada del Muerto. 23
To obtain more precise· information on the Rebel Army in the
Mesilla Valley, Graydon, in early December 1861, sent Lieutenant Arroyo,accompanied by Corporal Domingo Garcia, into the lower valley
to spy on the Texans. 24 Two weeks later, Graydon rode south himself,
where on the morning of 22 December 1861 he sat on a hill at Hart's
Mill near Franklin and watched through a spyglass as 900 Texans, who
had just arrived from San Antonio, calmly rode upriver. 25
Two months later on 21 February 1862, the largest battle ever fought
in New Mexico took place at Valverde, a ford on the Rio Grande some
five miles upriver from Fort Craig. After nine hours of bloody, often
hand-to-hand fighting, General Sibley's Texans swept the Federals from
the field. 26 Although most of the Socorro County militia had been mustered out prior to the battle, Graydon's Independent Spy Company
gained a reputation for bravery at Valverde that was unequalled.
Three days after the Valverde bloodletting, advance units of the
Rebel army under Colonel Henry C. McNeill appeared on the cactusstudded mesa southwest of Socorro. Three hundred of Colonel Nicolas
Pino's Second Territorial Militia defended the townY Learning of the
Texans' approach, Colonel Pi no ordered two companies into position
behind some adobe walls south of the village, little more than 100 yards
from the advancing Rebel pickets. After a brief exchange of gunfire,
the Rebel skirmishers retreated to their main camp. At the same time,
Pino learned, a small Rebel force overtook a sec<:>nd position north of
the vi lIage on the road leading upriver. 28 Local residents later recalled
how the Texans, at about 8 p.m. on 24 February 1862, fired a shot that
"passed over [San Miguel Church] and fell a short distance beyond."29
Although he feared an attack, Pino hoped he could hold Socorro until
much of the property in the villages upriver could be removed or destroyed, thus preventing the Confederates from using these resources.
Many of his militia, however, fearful of an artillery barrage, began to
desert. At the same time, Major Charles Emil Wesche of the First New
Mexico Militia raced about Socorro urging the poorly trained and outmanned militia, as well as several civilians, to take up arms in "defense
of their government and their homes."3o Fifty-five-year-old Pedro Baca,
a wealthy merchant, flatly refused, telling Wesche that "the United States
Government was a curse to the territory, and if the Texans take and
keep possession of New Mexico, the change would only be for the better."3l
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As Wesche dispatched a courier upriver for reinforcements, Colonel Pino continued to stall, even though Rebel pickets were approaching the outskirts of the village. In the cold winter darkness, Rebel
Lieutenant William Simmons rode into the village under a flag of truce
and asked to meet with Colonel Pino. Pino told the lieutenant that "in
order not to expose the live[s] of innocent women and children, he was
willing to meet Colonel McNeill the next morning in the open field
south of Socorro. "32 Sti II threatening to attack the village but hoping to
intimidate the militia into surrendering, Colonel McNeill invited Colonel Pino to visit his camp on the mesa south of town. Pino, accompanied by Major Wesche, rode along the Rebel lines for several minutes
and was able to estimate, even in the darkness, that his small army was
outnumbered at least six to one. Thus, at 2 a.m. on the morning of 25
February 1862, after he assessed his situation as hopeless, Pino agreed
to surrender. Eight hours later about 150 men, or what was left of the
militia, came forth to take the oath of neutrality and be paroled. In their
capitulation, the militia gave up not only their arms but their horses
and mules as wel!.33
In the days following Pino's surrender, the militia members returned
to their homes and townspeople watched with curiosity as the bulk of
the ragged and hungry Rebel army, many of them little older than boys,
poured into Socorro. The Texans also brought their wounded from
Valverde to a makeshift hospital established in the Jaramillo residence
on the plaza. 34 "[P]assed through the little town of Socorro where we
left the wounded of the 1st and 2nd Regs, 123 in number ... Peach
trees in bloom," Private Harold J. Hunter of the Confederate Army of
New Mexico wrote. 35 Many of the badly wounded Rebels were carried
in litters made from tents and borne by four to six men. 36 The wounded
included several men who had been in the suicidal lancer charge at
Valverde. Lying critically ill and realizing that he was unlikely to recover, Captain Willis L. Lang, who had led the charge, was said to have
"ordered his colored servant to hand him his pistol ... and with this
weapon he ended his suffering and his life."37 Lieutenant Demetrius M.
Bass, Lang's second-in-command, who was wounded seven times in
the lancer charge, also died in the hospital at Socorro.
In addition to the hospital on the plaza, a second hospital, consisting
of five conical Sibley tents set up in the backyard of an adobe house,
was established some three miles upriver for the wounded of the Seventh Regiment-some twenty-two in number. As was the case with the
hospital on the plaza, little food was available. Since a supply train
carrying much of the Texans' medicines had been destroyed at Valverde,
medicine was also scarce. Orderlies and the convalescents subsisted
primarily on bread, coffee, and occasionally mutton. On 4 March 1862,
one of the Rebels at the makeshift hospital recorded that the Federals
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had arrived in town and brought wood, medicine, and books. 38 Four
weeks later the same soldier wrote that the Federals "were up last night
pressing all the mules in the place to take to the front."39
Five weeks after occupying Socorro, Confederate hopes for an empire in the southwest suffered a crushing blow. High in the conifercrowned Sangre de Cristo Mountains at Pigeon's Ranch near Glorieta
Pass, hastily-recruited Colorado Volunteers, called "Pikes Peakers" by
the Rebels, fought a vicious hand-to-hand battle reminiscent of
Valverde, then grudgingly fell back before the Rebel advance, while a
smaller force destroyed the Texans' supply train in Apache Canyon to
the Rebels' rear. 40 After evacuation of Santa Fe and skirmishes at Albuquerque and Peralta, the fatigued and demoralized Rebels began a
tortuous retreat back to the Mesilla Valley. In their retreat, the increasingly desperate and starving Texans stripped the Rio Grande Valley
bare of foodstuffs and animals. Leaving behind mass graves and most
of their sick and wounded, the Texans hoped to avoid a confrontation
at or near Fort Craig. They left the central valley near the mouth of the
Rio Puerco before reaching Socorro and then limped back through the
foothills of the Magdalena and San Mateo mountains to the safety of
the Mesilla Valley.
In late April 1862, Captain Graydon retraced the Rebels' mountainous retreat from south to north. Leaving the Rio Grande just below
Canada Alamosa, where the Texans had 're-entered the valley, Graydon
found a trail of destruction and evidence of acute suffering. "Three dead
bodies half buried" were found in one spot and the "bones of a man's
arm, half eaten by wolves" in another. 41 At yet another location, the
Texans had blown up a caisson, burned three wagons, and destroyed a
large supply of hospital gear. Near the Rio Salado, about thirty miles
northeast of present-day Magdalena, the Rebels had blown up another
"six caissons, burned three wagons, one 12-pounder howitzer, and two
mountain howitzer carriages."42 Graydon also discovered the spot where
the Confederates had buried seventy-eight shells. He ordered these unearthed and reburied in a, different location. In all, the desperate Texans destroyed nineteen wagons, .ten ambulances, six caissons, and three
carriages. 43 Although citizens from Socorro County had carried off much
of the abandoned equipment, the entire trail was "strewn with old
harness[es], iron ovens, in fact everything but small ammunition."44 The
bloated carcasses of sixty to seventy dead mules and horses also lay
along the isolated trail.
The Confederate occupation of the territory was only one of several factors that contributed to the suffering that followed in Socorro
County. As the Confederates tramped south in the early spring of 1862,
the Rio Grande, fed by an unusually heavy snowpack in the northern
mountains, spilled over its banks, inundating newly-planted corn and
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Many of the wounded Texans of the Confederate Army of New Mexico were carried
in litters to Socorro where two hospitals were established. Courtesy Museum of New
Mexico, Santa Fe, negative no. 14808. Ca. 1880-1882.

wheat fields, peach orchards, vineyards, and destroying acequias. The
flooding became especially destructive in Socorro and Dona Ana counties where the Rio Grande became a raging torrent more than a mile
wide. 45
Indian attacks also contributed to the growing hunger in the county.
Although long accustomed to such raids, citizens of Socorro County
watched in 1862 and again in 1863 as bands of Navajos from the northwest, Mimbreno Apaches from the southwest, and Mescalero Apaches
from the southeast struck into the Rio Grande Valley with unprecedented
fury and daring. Even while the Confederate sick and wounded were in
Socorro, one soldier recorded that the Navajos struck north of the village, killing a herder. 46 In August 1862, Major Arthur Morrison of the
New Mexico Volunteers, stationed at Polvadera, reported that Navajos
had slipped into the valley and stolen fifteen head of cattle belonging
to the army.47 Additionally, Morrison reported that "government trains
passing up and down this route commit depredations on private citizens in turning cattle into their fields and destroying their crops or only
subsistence, maltreating animals, occasionally killing one without necessity."48 At the same time, Thomas Logan, a thirty-six-year-old Irishborn blacksmith who owned a mill on the western edge of Socorro,
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heard shots and rode out to investigate, then was ambushed by Navajo
warriors and "instantly killed."49 In fact, "a large number of citizens ..
. lost their lives within sight of their homes," residents recalled. 50 One
band of Indians, probably also Navajo, actually entered the town and
drove off 200 work oxen from a corral owned by Manuel Abeyta. Local
citizens followed the trail of the oxen to Bear Canyon, a giant chasm
west of town, where all the animals were found hamstrung-the "poor
beasts were unable to stand erect. "51 After the Indians left the area, citizens killed the animals and returned to town with as much meat as possible.
On 6 February 1863, several county officials wrote to General James
Carleton, the newly-appointed Federal commander of the Department
of New Mexico, complaining that in less than two months more than
400 Indians had driven off hundreds of mules, cattle, and sheep. Fearing further attacks, the petitioners continued, citizens were reluctant to
leave their homes. 52 An army officer stationed at Lemitar reported that
"the Indians ... are prowling about every Plaza in my District, and that
it is not safe one mile away from any Plaza. For my own part I have to
employ men to escort me from one plaza to another, so as to enable me
to perform my duties for ... the Government. "53
On 4 March 1863, farmer-merchant Luis Baca, now also probate
judge for Socorro County, reported that Indians had driven off 2,000
head of sheep from the county. With nineteen men, Baca had followed
a band of Apaches southeast into the arid Sierra Oscuras where he overtook the Indians, killed three raiders and wounded several others, recovered the sheep, and took the Indians' saddles and blankets. Baca
estimated that in one week in late February and early March 1863, Indians took 310 head of horses and cattle from the county, worth as much
as $15,000. Further pursuit of the Indians would be impossible, Baca
reported. His horses were "so worn out in this last chase as to be totally
unfit for the service."54 Raids were becoming more frequent, he added,
and were causing "the suf[fJering of our Citizens [to] increase in proportion."55 Several months later, Baca again wrote from Lemitar to
General Carleton. He said that a party of sixty-one Navajos had struck
just below La Joya and confiscated 1,907 head of sheep. Another band
of 100 raiders was said to be in the vicinity of Socorro. "The fear in
which the unfortunate people of this country" have to endure, Baca
wrote, would hopefully require the army's "assistance to al[l]eviate their
sufferings. "56
To combat the Indian raids, militia companies were raised in Socorro
County, and some of these were commanded by the same men, usually
village patrones, who were active at the time of the Confederate invasion. In December 1863, Trujillo recruited a militia company in San
Antonio, while Captain Candeiario Garcia recruited another militia com-
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pany of forty-nine men at Socorro. 57 They served until September 1864.
At Socorro, Calletano Tafoya raised another company that also served
from December 1863 until September 1864. 58 Trujillo raised ninetyfour men and officers at San Antonio in December 1863 who remained
active until October 1864. 59 At Alamosita, Antonio Jose Garcia signed
sixty-eight men into yet another militia company.60 This well-organized
Socorro County Militia eventually came under the command of General Stanislaus Montoya and Colonel Stapleton. 61 At the same time that
the militia was being organized, elements of the 1,800-man California
Column, stationed at Fort Craig, took an active role in pursuing the
raiding parties responsible for terrorizing the county.62
Despite the increased presence of the army, which stationed men
all along the river, it was evident by March 1863 that the county was
facing a "most alarming state of destitution. "63 Johannes Augustus
Truchard, parish priest at San Miguel Church in Socorro, and Judge J.
A. Baca y Perea, the new county probate judge, convened a meeting of
justices of the peace from Socorro, Lemitar, Polvadera, La Joyita, San
Antonio, Paraje, and San Ignacio de Alamosa. They wrote the hardnosed General Carleton pleading for assistance. There is "a new enemy
which has invaded the County of Socorro, more threatening than the
Texan invasion ... It is Hunger," read the appeal. "The greater portion
of the families of this County, are in the most alarming state of destitution." The cause "of this calamity is the inundation of the Rio Grande
and the incessant depredations of the Indians."64 The effects of the 1862
flood were compounded further by even worse flooding in the spring
of 1863 that "destroyed nearly the entire crops of many of the towns by
the extraordinary rise in the river which submerged the crops and destroyed the acequias. "65
Due to the Indian raids, many of the citizens of the county were
"left without animals ... and the few animals remaining are in a state
of starvation." According to the petition, "persons who a few years since
owned from 40 to 50 yoke of oxen are now compelled to bring their
wood on burros and to plant their corn with a poor mule or a most
wretched horse." Moreover, "wheat cannot be had ... corn is not to be
had or found any where [sic]. Money and the means of procuring it are
wanting and this deplorable state of things will continue for the ensuing three months." The justices asked Carleton to deposit grain in the
towns of Socorro and Lemitar for the hungry and, asked for donations
from "the generous citizens of the Territory. "66
Seventy-four men who had served under Captain Graydon during
the Confederate invasion echoed the pleas of the county officials when
in desperation they wrote Carleton from Lemitar on 29 March 1863.
The men, still unpaid for their military service, blamed their hopeless
condition on not being able to plant their crops in the spring of 1862
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During the Civil War, citizens of Socorro and other small communities in the county
suffered through a series of floods and Indian raids that caused unprecedented hunger
and deprivation. Photograph by George C. Bennett. Courtesy Museum of New Mexico,
Santa Fe, negative no. 1-4807. Ca. 1880-1882.

due to the war. They needed money for the "most urgent wants of our
families, whose necessities are so considerable., under the circumstances
in which the county finds itself, so scarce are the necessaries of life."67
In May 1863, after riding through the county, Captain A. F. Garrison, commissary chief, told the Albuquerque Rio Abajo Weekly Press
that downriver from La Joya in Socorro County, the people were "in
the extreme of destitution." Dona Ana County was bad, too·, but according to Garrison Socorro was the worst. 68 Many citizens, unable to
find work and food for their families, fled to Mexico. To further intensify matters,crops that survived the spring flood subsequently were
devoured by an epidemic of locusts. To county residents the insects
looked as large as doves. They would long remember the "Year of the
Little Doves" as a time when everything in the county disappeared. In
addition, the shortage of foodstuffs in the county caused runaway inflation that made basic essentials unobtainable. A barrel of flour, for
example, was said to have sold for forty dollars. 69
Fearing a second Rebel invasion, Lieutenant 1. W. Hatton of the
California Column rode upriver from Fort Craig in March 1863 in an
attempt to enlist laborers to construct earthen fortifications at the post.
Except for a handful of men from Sabinal and La Joya, he found few
who were willing to leave their increasingly desperate families. Hatton
reported that in many of the villages "people are very poor and not a
few of them in a state of destitution truly deplorable."70 The best ac-
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Socorro County, New Mexico Territory
1860
Village

Male

Fern ale

To fa I

Sabinal

265

303

568

EIRancho del Sabinal

15

33

48

Fra Cristobal

I 10

86

196

La J,:, Y i ta de Valencia

125

I 26

251

Fort S tan ton

109

14

123

EI Pueblito de I a Parida

10

14

24

Ranchitos del Sabinal

110

125

235

Ranchitos de La Joya

3I2

318

630

Rio Bon ito

171

104

275

San 19nacio de Alamosa

17 I

154

325

Fort Craig

60

44

104

La Veg ita

9

9

I 8

TOTAL

1,467

1.330

2,797

To tal Co u n ty Population

5,725

Data compiled by Jerry Thompson.

count of the famine in Socorro County is in an April 1863 census of the
military district that also included the county. It was compiled by Captain Hugh L Hinds, commander of Company G, Fifth California Infantry at Fort Craig. Hinds detailed the "acres of ground sown with wheat
and planted with corn, beans, onions, potatoes, or other seeds," as well
as "the number of mills, mules, horses, cattle, Sheep, goats ... and the
number of each of the animals ... stolen during the past year. "7\
Riding upriver with a small escort, Captain Hinds stopped first at
Valverde. There he enumerated sixteen citizens, one of whom was a
wounded Scotsman who reported "that he was a soldier in the Confederate Army at the time of the Battle of Valverde." Upriver at San Antonio; Hinds found thirty-eight citizens "indolent and in a starving
condition." At the village, the captain reported few animals and little
land in cultivation. Over "6,900 sheep and goats, and 100 head of cattle
[ had been] stolen by the Navajo Indians in the past year," the villagers
reported. What little grain that would be produced would be required
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for the consumption of the people. The "poor and indolent, have neither seed or money," Hinds concluded. 72
At Luis Lopez, the 185 individuals enumerated were all "suffering
for food." Upriver at Socorro, the alcalde told Hinds that raiding Navajos had driven off 1,078 head of sheep and 343 head of cattle. At
Socorro there were two flour mills capable of grinding 4,000 pounds of
flour in twenty-four hours, but neither one was in operation. Some of
the citizens were working in the gold, silver, and lead mines in the
mountains to the west as well as a coal mine in the mountains to the
southeast. In the village there were "eight fine gardens" and a "small
crop of fruit," the captain recorded. At Escondida, a few miles upriver
from Socorro, Indians had killed three citizens and driven off 300 head
of cattle; only a few animals remained. At Lemitar, which had a population of779 three years earlier, Hinds counted only 632 citizens. There
the Navajos had killed two residents and stolen 324 cattle, 600 sheep,
and 20 horses. The town contained five mills capable of grinding flour
and the nearby fields potentially would produce 400 bushels of grain.
At Polvadera, however, Hinds found no crops under cultivation, "little
stock of any kind," and the "majority of the people ... suffering for the
want of food."?3
Upriver at Sabinal, an uncounted number of houses were found
vacated. Those remaining had planted a few gardens, but, fearing another flood, they were more concerned with constructing a levy. Across
the river at La Joya, the alcalde complained that forty to fifty of the
men begging for bread in the village were from downriver. At La Joyita
there was not "more than one half of the land sown to sow or planted
with grain for the want of cattle to plow or seed." Hinds recorded that
there was a mill in the village, but declared it worthless, noting that
"the inhabitants are in a starving condition." Downriver at El Sabino,
he continued, "the people are poor, indolent and have but little stock."
At the village of La Parida the citizens had allowed "the ditch water to
fill with sand; have not sowed grain for the want of water to irrigate the
land. Their principal food is eggs and goats milk." At EI Tajo, across
the river from Socorro, where there had been 128 citizens in 1860, only
thirty-four remained. Most of the villagers had left in search of "something to subsist on." At EI Bosquecito only thirty-three citizens were
counted where three years earlier there had been ninety-five. Further
downriver at San Pedro,_ Hinds found the same situation. From an 1860
population of 224, only 165 citizens remained in 1863. "The inhabitants subsisted on the milk of the sheep and goats," wrote Hinds. A number of citizens were reported absent because they were hunting for food.
In all, Hinds counted some 3,636 citizens in Socorro County. In conclusion he wrote: "The population of this district, until the past year,
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Socorro County
Population Comparison of Select Communities

Village

1860

1863

La Joyeta [Hoyetal'

249

292

El Tajo [Pacco]'

128

34

El Pueblo de la Parida [Lapareda]'

57

49

San Antonio

99

104

224

165

San Pedro

EI Bosquecito [Baskaceta]'
Lem itar
Escondida

Luis Lopez
Valverde

95
779

68
206
90

La Polvadera de San Lorenzo

497

EI Sabino

33
632
43

185
15

462

110

109

Sabinal and Ranchos de Sabinal

608

649

Socorro and Rincon de Socorro

582

489

La Joya and Ranchos de La Joya

866

521

Las Nutrias

17

45

La Parida [Loparedal*

45

49

TOTAL

4,720

3,876

*Captain Hugh L. Hinds (April 1863)

Based on data compiled by Jerry Thomspon.

was much larger than at the present. In every town there are many houses
locked up and their owner having left in search of food,"74
An analysis of the Burial Book for San Miguel Parish in Socorro
suggests that the reduction in population was not a result of an increased
mortality rate. From 1861 through 1864, deaths dramatically decreased.
The Parish recorded 158 deaths in 1861, seventy-two in 1862, and sixtythree in 1863-at the height of the suffering. The number of deaths
declined to sixteen in 1864 as the famine had subsided. 75 The decrease
in deaths from 1862 to 1863 may be attributed, however, to the large
number of citizens who had fled the county. Few citizens had actually
died of starvation in Socorro County.
While the suffering continued, however, local political feuds complicated relief efforts. Following a hotly contested territorial election
on 13 September 1863, it was revealed that the poll books and ballot
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boxes in the county had been burned during the night while in the hands
of the clerk of the probate court. Furious, Governor Henry Connelly
demanded a thorough investigation and asked General Carleton for the
assistance of the military.76 Under orders from the governor, C. P.
Clever, the attor~ey general of the territory and prominent Santa Fe
attorney, arrived in Lemitar on 23 September 1863, and found the county
in turmoil. 77 With political factions threatening violence, Clever immediately wrote Colonel Edward Rigg, commanding at Fort Craig, for assistance in making arrests. Since the county had no jail, all those arrested
were to be taken under military escort to Fort Craig. A day later, Clever
sent an even more urgent message to Rigg. 78 Diego Archuleta, a leading territorial official, arrived at Socorro for the trial of the clerk of the
probate court causing Clever to believe that individuals were preparing
"to interfere by force to prevent the trial." He added, "it is important to
send troops at once. "79
On 1 October 1863, First Lieutenant William A. Thompson, who
was sent to Socorro, reported that the alcalde of EI Tajo, across the
river from Socorro, had accused the alcalde of Socorro of assault and
battery and had issued a warrant for his arrest. Moreover, the El Tajo
alcalde, who was charged by the military with helping to burn the poll
books and ballot boxes, had organized a crowd of armed men and threatened to take the Socorro alcalde by force. 8o Thompson bluntly accused
the El Tajo alcalde of "trying to excite the people of his town against
the law" and that he did not have authority to make such an arrest. 81
Thompson was convinced "that a few days labor under the charge of
the guard would have a beneficial effect on some if not on all," and
asked permission to arrest "disorderly citizens. "82 When the El Tajo
alcalde carried out his threat to march on Socorro, Thompson had him
confined. Although the outcome of the political confrontation in the
county is unknown, A. Romero, justice of the peace in Socorro, reported later that several parties had been arrested by the military and
that their trials were underway.83
In the spring of 1863, as the suffering in Socorro County intensified, the call for assistance finally was answered. In late May, General
Carleton ordered 5,000 pounds of flour from Fort Craig sent to Socorro
and given to Father Truchard for distribution to the hungry.84 In the
territorial capital, the Santa Fe Weekly Gazette printed the priest'sdramatic plea for help. Within a short time, the people of Santa Fe contributed 102 dollars, most in one and two dollar contributions. 85 Leading
citizens of Taos, Arroyo Seco, Placitas, Cordova, and Espinola, led by
the old frontiersman and settler Cerain St. Vrain, were even more generous. They came forth with contribution of 356 dollars. 86 Several
farmers in the northern part of the territory agreed to donate 141 fanegas
of wheat for the hungry, if the army could transport it to Socorro. 87 In
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Tombstone of Gumesindo Benavides, Lemitar, New Mexico.
Graves of soldiers who served in the New Mexico Volunteers
dot the small cemeteries of Socorro County. Photograph by Jerry
W. Thompson, Jr.

Albuquerque, the Franz Huning family donated twenty-five dollars for
the "poor of Socorro County. "88 Captain William Henry Lewis, commanding the post at Albuquerque, helped to raise money as did Juan
Cristobal Armijo of Los Ranchos and Juan Perea of Bernalillo. Samuel
B. Watrous, a leading citizen of the territory, gave twenty-five dollars.
Men in the 1st California Cavalry stationed at Franklin, Texas, raised
ten dollars. Citizens, officers, and soldiers at Fort Union contributed
122 dollars. Residents at Maxwell's Ranch were able to raise thirtyfive dollars. The biggest contributions, however, came from Fort
Wingate, where Colonel Francisco Chavez and the officers and men of
the First New Mexico Cavalry raised 1,131 dollars. 89 By 16 June 1863,
2,408 dollars had been raised to relieve the suffering of the citizens of
Socorro County. In August, the army also purchased 994 sheep from
Juan Perea at Bernalillo and drove the animals downriver for distribution "among'st the poor of Socorro County."90
Despite relief efforts, citizens of Socorro County continued to suffer well into 1864, and as late as the summer of 1865 the army continued to distribute foodstuffs and bean seeds for planting to the inhabitants
of Socorro and Lemitar. 91 Gradually, however, after General Carleton's
ruthless suppression of the Navajos and Mescaleros, conditions in the
county improved. 92 Yet it would be a long time before the citizens who
lived through the Civil War could forget what the county had endured.
Far from the bloodied fields of Gettysburg and the halls of Congress,
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the Civil War had been a time of great suffering and depredation in an
almost forgotten county in distant New Mexico Territory, some 1,700
miles west of Richmond and Washington.
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