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A note to readers:  

 This chapter presumes a familiarity with terminology established in the introduction and 

first chapter of the dissertation. “Paso del Norte” is the name used to refer to the Spanish colonial 

settlement on the south side of the Rio Grande that eventually became Ciudad Juárez. “El Paso” 

is the name used to describe the Texas settlement on the north side of the river. This differentia-

tion is not entirely of my making to streamline analysis. Writers from the frontier period often 

described the Mexican settlement as “Paso del Norte” and Americans almost completely dropped 

“del Norte” when referring to the settlement in Texas as “of the north” made no sense from an 

American spatial perspective. Furthermore, any reference to “the valley” is to the Rio Grande 

river valley in and around El Paso.  



 

 2 of 20 

A Frontier Place in a Borderlands Space 

 The refrain, “four centuries at the pass,” is oft repeated and seldom true. El Paso’s con-

nection to the Spanish Colonial period is as much of a foundational myth to the city as the valiant 

defense of the Alamo is to the creation of Texas. Yet, the emphasis on the city’s Spanish colonial 

heritage often deliberately overlooks the invasive character of the American frontier. American 

expansion reoriented and reshaped the Spanish Borderlands so violently that the process regu-

larly resulted in bloodshed. Arguing that the one naturally fused with the other ignores many fun-

damental differences between Hispanic and Anglo patterns of settlement that sought to conquer, 

govern, and exploit the region. 

 Local historians popularized the “four centuries at the pass” interpretation of El Paso to 

draw attention to the novel aspects of El Paso’s history and attract audiences to their work.1 

Owen White offers a particularly compelling example as his interpretation of El Paso was by far 

the most self-serving as well as underlies most, if not all, subsequent histories of El Paso. White 

wrote the first comprehensive history of the city in 1923 called Out of the Desert: A Historical 

Romance of the City of El Paso. Prior to White, the most reputable source on the city’s past had 

been Forty Years at El Paso: 1858-1898 by W.W. Mills. Yet, Mills’ book presented more of an 

autobiographical account rather than a factual catalogue of the city’s developments. He even 

                                                 
1 See writings of Owen P. White, C.L. Sonnichsen, W.H. Timmons, and Leon Metz: Owen P. White, “El 

Paso” American Mercury, August, 1924; Owen P. White,Out of the Desert: The Historical Romance of El 

Paso (El Paso: The McMath Company, 1924); C.L. Sonnichsen, The El Paso Salt War, 1877 (El Paso: 

Texas Western Press, 1961); C.L. Sonnichsen, The Southwest in Life & Literature: A Pageant in Seven 

Parts (New York: Devin-Adair, 1962); C.L. Sonnichsen, The Ambidextrous Historian: Historical Writers 

and Writing in the American West (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1981); C.L. Sonnichsen, Pass 

of the North: Four Centuries on the Rio Grande (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1968); W.H. Timmons, 

El Paso: A Borderlands History (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1990); W.H. Timmons, James Wiley Ma-

goffin: Don Santiago—El Paso Pioneer (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1999); Leon Claire Metz, El Paso 

Chronicles: A Record of Historical Events in El Paso, Texas (El Paso: Mangan Books, 1993). 
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stated, “these writings are meant to be truthful, but they are too rambling and egotistical to pos-

sess much historical value.”2 Forty Years at El Paso relays many interesting anecdotes, but Mills 

primarily used the book to tout his bravery, slander his opponents, and gloss over his various un-

successful schemes to fleece inhabitants of the frontier. White’s account of El Paso quickly re-

placed Mills’. It surged to national prominence and catapulted him into a career as a New York 

journalist.3 

 White divided El Paso’s history into two periods separated the arrival of the railroad. Yet, 

Out of the Desert begins with an abbreviated history of Spanish and Mexican rule covering the 

period from 1520 to 1836.4 White roots his narrative in a long history of the Spanish coloniza-

tion, but also claims that for “quite a number of years after 1836 there was no settlement on the 

northern bank of the Rio Grande.”5 White competing claims about the origin of El Paso create a 

contradiction. El Paso could not both develop out of its deep connection to a Spanish colonial 

heritage and spring ex nihilo, as White’s title literally suggested, “out of the desert.” When pre-

sented with an option between Borderlands or Western history White picked both. Unfortunately, 

his decision made more sense than it probably should have. 

 White deliberately wrote Out of the Desert to be a financial success and launch a career 

as a professional writer. The book did much better than expected, but, in his autobiography he 

later stated: 

A bank fails. That twelve-year-old boy, now grown into a lean, gaunt man 
past forty, finding only thirty cents in his pocket, reluctantly decides that at 
last he will have to go to work. But at what? Having no asset, other than a 

                                                 
2 W.W. Mills, Forty Years at El Paso, 1858-1898 (El Paso: C. Hertzog, 1962), vii. 
3 For more information on Owen White’s life and career as a journalist see: Garna L. Christian, El Paso’s 

Muckraker: The Life of Owen Payne White (Albuqueque: University of New Mexico Press, 2015). 
4 Owen P. White, Out of the Desert: The Historical Romance of El Paso (El Paso: The McMath Com-

pany, 1923), 13-14. 
5 White, Out of the Desert, 37. 
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most tolerant, comprehensive knowledge of sin, he decides to become a 
writer.6 

 
Not only was White older and broke, but he had also recently married. For years he had 

traveled, seen the world, and done what he liked until the next adventure came along. 

To name only a few of White’s escapades: he had traveled Mexico during the Porfiriato, 

had practiced law in New York, and had gone to “see the elephant” in the First World 

War as part of the medical corps. With a bevy of experience and only a modicum of 

skill, White needed to prosper. So, in Out of the Desert, he took the two most unique 

and interesting aspects of El Paso to craft a compelling narrative.  

 White did this again and again throughout his career. He took a sensationalized 

theme such as gunfighters and used that topic to grab people’s attention and then wrote 

about what actually interested him. For instance, White later claimed: 

The so-called “Southwestern” stories that are being written to-day are in-
teresting to the public, profitable to the publishers and authors, and, as far 
as I can see, entirely harmless. That is, they are entirely harmless in any 
positive sense. Negatively they do the Southwest the very great injustice 
of rarely telling the truth, because the strained effort of every man who sits 
down to write a “thriller” seems to be to invest the personalities of Apache 
Indians, cow-punchers, gamblers, painted ladies, gun-men, prospectors, 
frontier school teachers, pioneer traders, and prairie coyotes with romantic 
tendencies which were, in reality, as foreign to their natural dispositions as 
charity is to a rattlesnake.7 
 

White ultimately found a home as a writer and editor for Collier’s Magazine with his 

knowledge of the West. He stated, “I knew all about the habits of gunmen; I had known 

                                                 
6 Owen P. White, Autobiography of a Durable Sinner (G.P. Putnam’s Sons, 1942), vi. For more 
on the story behind Out of the Desert see: W.S. McMath, “Looking Backwards” The Sirocco 1 
(1938), and Owen P. White, “Them Was the Days,” The Sirocco 1 (1938). 
7 Owen P. White, Them was the Days: From El Paso to Prohibition (New York: Minton, Balch & 
Company, 1925), 3. 
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dozens of them and also dozens of their victims. I was perhaps the only man in the writ-

ing business in the country who had had that privilege.”8 He used his intimate 

knowledge of the sensational and titillating West to get his foot in the door, but once 

there he argued that “there was too much present wickedness in the world that had to 

be either improved, or destroyed, for me to waste my time on the evildoers of an earlier 

epoch.”9 

 Owen White’s overwhelming motivation to write anything that people might actu-

ally pay to read should not diminish the lasting importance of Out of the Desert. The 

book pulled together a coherent narrative arc for the city and elevated El Paso into a na-

tional discourse regarding the West and Progressivism. However, White did not set out 

to divine the essential character of the city in any kind of objective manner, and, as 

such, he likely did not mind missing a mark he had never aimed for. From 1923 until his 

death in 1946 Owen White wrote vigorously about Texas, El Paso, and the entire Ameri-

can Southwest. Despite its shortcomings, White’s interpretation of El Paso has per-

sisted in the footnotes of practically every relevant academic history on the city. 

 The next comprehensive interpretation of El Paso came from Charles Leland 

Sonnichsen.10 Sonnichsen moved to El Paso in 1931 as a newly minted graduate of 

Harvard University with a doctorate in English Literature. Sonnichsen’s career straddled 

the transformation of the College of Mines and Metallurgy of the University of Texas to 

the Texas Western College of the University of Texas in 1949 and finally to the Univer-

sity of Texas at El Paso in 1967. Sonnichsen’s career helped shepherd the college in El 

                                                 
8 White, Autobiography, 183. 
9 White, Autobiography, 185. 
10 For an exhaustive biographical sketch of Sonnichsen see: Dale Walker, C.L. Sonnichsen Grassroots 

Historian (Texas Western Press: 1972). 
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Paso from a mining school  to a full university. Shortly after arriving in El Paso he shifted 

his academic focus from seventeenth century English literature to the folkloric South-

west. Although Sonnichsen built his academic career on Western folklore, much of his 

enduring legacy comes from a two volume history of El Paso, Pass of the North: Four 

Centuries on the Rio Grande.11 In his first volume the English professor maintained 

Owen White’s original chronology. He started with Spanish exploration, conquest, and 

settlement; then described the upheaval caused by the arrival of the Americans; and fi-

nally charted the development of a frontier town into a western city. Yet, even though 

Sonnichsen avoided the kind of sensationalism White regularly employed, Sonnichsen 

still focused on those aspects of El Paso that made the city unique and novel.  

 Sonnichsen saw himself as a “grassroots historian,” someone who “reads county 

newspapers, prowls about in county courthouses, and spends a lot of time interviewing 

old men and women.”12 He intentionally focused on the unique aspects of local history 

at the expense of larger themes. Sonnichsen claimed:  

Even if there was no connection between grassroots history and larger is-
sues, we grassroots historians have one satisfaction which other histori-
ans can never share. When we have finished our job, no matter how much 
we miss, how shallow our thinking, how amateurish our writing, we have 
done a job which nobody can do over. The door which opens for so brief a 
time closes while we watch it. The last survivor dies before we get into 
print. For better or for worse, we have done what we could while we could. 
And we have said the final word. There won’t be any more.13 
 

He tried to tell stories from a local perspective and did not necessarily try to fit El Paso 

into any larger framework. If anything, Sonnichsen’s interest in the folkloric West as an 

                                                 
11 C.L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North: Four Centuries on the Rio Grande, (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 

1968). 
12 C.L. Sonnichsen, “The Grassroots Historian,” Southwestern Historical Quarterly, Vol. 73, No. 3 (Jan., 

1970). 
13 Sonnichsen, “The Grassroots Historian” 
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English professor bled into his history of El Paso, and led him to emphasize the city’s 

western character. 

 Leon C. Metz, Sonnichsen’s most accomplished protege, throws the grassroots 

historian’s legacy into even sharper relief. Metz stated that Sonnichsen “taught me the 

meaning of history, he taught me to research, he interceded on my behalf with editors 

and publishers. I wanted to be like him, so I stumbled along behind, desperately trying 

also to become an historical speaker.”14 Much like his mentor, Metz focused on El 

Paso’s Western character. His books often told the true tale of El Paso’s most famous 

gunfighters while others examined elements of local history such as Fort Bliss or critical 

moments in the city’s development. However, Metz’s largest contribution to Sonnich-

sen’s legacy came as the University of Texas at El Paso’s first archivist where he 

helped organize the university’s collection of Southwestern primary source materials, a 

portion of the library that eventually became as the C.L. Sonnichsen Special Collections 

Department. Not only did Metz reinforce his mentor’s interpretation of El Paso through 

his own work but also codified Sonnichsen’s grassroots history perspective into the very 

apparatus the university used for data acquisition. Ultimately,, Sonnichsen shaped the 

discourse on El Paso through published works as well as shaped, albeit indirectly, the 

actual institutional framework historians would rely on to investigate the city’s past. 

 Where as Sonnichsen championed the folkloric Western themes of El Paso, Wil-

bert Helde Timmons would later emphasize the Spanish Colonial heritage of El Paso in 

El Paso: A Borderlands History. Timmons asserted that “Sonnichsen was a great stylist 

                                                 
14 Deen Underwood, Leon C. Metz (Sundance Press, 1996), 47. 
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and a good researcher, but he didn’t work with Spanish sources and he wasn’t trained 

as a historian.”15 Furthermore, in regards to Pass of the North Timmons asserted that, 

“basically, it is an extremely readable study of Southwest folklore rather [than] an histori-

cal account involving analysis and interpretation.”16 With a doctorate from the University 

of Texas at Austin in Latin American History Timmons approached El Paso’s past with a 

quintessentially Boltonian perspective on the Borderlands.17 His academic career fo-

cused on the contribution of the Spanish frontier to American history. Timmons claimed, 

“like the Borderlands generally, the El Paso-Ciudad Juárez complex is the product of 

the interaction of two cultural traditions—those of the Spanish-Mexican North and the 

Anglo-American Southwest, and the resulting convergence of the two during the Mexi-

can period, 1821-1848.”18 To Timmons, El Paso represents “the geographic center of 

the Borderlands,” and a sameness permeates his analysis of the Spanish, Mexican, and 

American periods.19 

 The “four hundred years” Borderlands interpretation of El Paso, Texas, as pre-

sented by Timmons is demonstrably false. He asserts that the relationship between the 

Spanish Borderlands and the city is generative rather than incidental. This line of rea-

soning falls into a common misconception of border towns and cities as twins. This 

                                                 
15 Joe Old, “Timmons” Wilbert H. Timmons Papers, MS 041, C. L. Sonnichsen Special Collections De-

partment, University of Texas at El Paso Library. 
16 Wilbert H. Timmons to Dale Walker, December 16, 1985. 
17 Timmons studied with Charles Wilson Hackett, a student of Herbert Eugene Bolton. See: Joe Old, 

“Timmons” Wilbert H. Timmons Papers, MS 041, C. L. Sonnichsen Special Collections Department, 

University of Texas at El Paso Library. 
18 W.H. Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History, (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1990), xvii. 
19 W.H. Timmons, “International Guide to Research on Mexico Information Sheet,” Wilbert H. Timmons 

Papers, MS 041, C. L. Sonnichsen Special Collections Department, University of Texas at El Paso Li-

brary. 
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Gemini complex confuses the influence of two separate things in close proximity with 

one another for two things that share a common origin.20 Dissimilarities are attributed to 

the happenstance of an international boundary rather than profound differences be-

tween the communities. The dramatic difference between Paso del Norte on the south-

ern side of the river and El Paso on the northern side of the river has diminished with ur-

ban redevelopment, population growth, and flood control. The El Paso-Juárez Metroplex 

merged several historically distinct communities into a massive international sprawl that 

stretches the entire length of the valley. Yet, a visitor that came to the valley after the 

American Civil War would have found several settlements with markedly different herit-

ages separated by a large and unpredictable river. Differences in the Cultural Land-

scape, the “built environment,” of the two communities reveal these distinct heritages. 

 Perhaps most importantly, Paso del Norte carefully conformed to the Law of In-

dies while El Paso did not. Established in 1573, the Law of the Indies provided guide-

lines for the uniform development of Spanish settlements in the New World.21 These 

guidelines codified both practical and ideological components of settlement construc-

tion. For instance, the ordinances instructed that “if the town lies on the coast its main 

                                                 
20 Daniel Arreola, “Border-City Idée Fixe,” Geographical Review; Jul 1996; 86, 3; pg.357. See also: Dan-

iel D. Arreola and James R. Curtis, The Mexican Border Cities: Landscape Anatomy and Place Personal-

ity (University of Arizona Press, 1993). 
21 The Law of the Indies formally codified practices for New World settlement planning that went as far 

back as 1502. For more on the history and significance of the plaza in the New World see: Zelia Nuttall, 

“Royal Ordinances Concerning the Laying Out of New Towns,” The Hispanic American Historical Re-

view, Vol. 5, No. 2 (May, 1922); Dan Stanislawski, “The Origin and Spread of the Grid-Pattern Town,” 

Geographical Review, Vol. 36, No. 1 (January, 1946); Daniel W. Gade, “The Latin American Central 

Plaza as a Functional Space,” Geographic Research on Latin America Benchmark, Vol. 5; Daniel D. Ar-

reola, “Plaza Towns of South Texas,” Geographical Review, Vol. 82, No. 1 (January, 1992); and Dan 

Stanislawski, “Early Spanish Town Planning in the New World,” Geographical Review Vol. 37, No. 1 

(January 1947).  
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church shall be so situated that it may be visible from the landing place and so built that 

its structure may serve as means of defense for the port itself.”22 This instruction made 

the Roman Catholic church dominate the visual hierarchy of the physical landscape in a 

way that mirrored the church’s cultural dominance within Spanish society. Spanish set-

tlers did not implement these rules identically in every settlement since administrators 

had designed them as universal principles to apply to specific local contexts. Yet, Paso 

del Norte followed the ordinances quite closely, particularly in regards to the construc-

tion of the plaza. A central feature of practically every Spanish colonial settlement, the 

plaza constituted a large public space typically flanked by religious authority on one end 

and civil authority on the other. In the case of Paso del Norte, la Missión de Guadalupe 

dominated the western side of the plaza and the customs house loomed over the east-

ern side. The Spanish settlers situated Paso del Norte up above the river valley on a de-

fensible position overlooking the Santa Fe Trail in such a way that would force travelers 

to lift their gaze to the facade of the church as they approached the settlement. The 

royal ordinances conveyed a preference for siting settlements on the north bank of riv-

ers when possible, but Paso del Norte’s position on the south bank reveals that where 

the ordinances conflicted the settlers chose to provide for future growth. The northern 

side of the river valley narrows sharply as it approaches the mountain pass where as 

the southern side rises slowly to the mountains. The Paso del Norte plaza even con-

formed to the dimensions of a “well proportioned medium size plaza,” roughly “six hun-

dred feet long and four hundred feet wide.”23 

                                                 
22 Nuttall, “Royal Ordinances Concerning the Laying Out of New Towns,” 251. 
23 Nutall, “Royal Ordinances,” 250. 
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 By comparison El Paso, Texas, followed none of the royal ordinances. Primarily 

because no settlement actually existed on the north side of the river opposite Paso del 

Norte until after the Mexican-American War. Accounts from various American soldiers 

that visited the pass described vineyards sprawling along the north bank that the city 

would eventually replace. Fear of Apache and Comanche raiders kept Spanish colonists 

from meandering too far north of the river. Living on the north bank would have left the 

safety of colonists and their property to the whim of marauding tribes, as the Spanish 

garrison principally guarded the ford near Paso del Norte and would have had great dif-

ficulty projecting sufficient force into the sparsely populated areas of the valley. 

 Moreover, Spanish colonists living on the north bank would have had to cross 

that same large and unpredictable river to attend mass and confession with tedious reg-

ularity. The creation of San José de Concordia el Alto chapel in 1859 illustrates the dra-

matic lack of Roman Catholic worship space in El Paso.24 In a region festooned with 

Roman Catholic missions and churches dating back hundreds and hundreds of years, 

the conspicuous absence of Roman Catholic worship spaces on the north bank until 

well after the Mexican-American War is particularly telling. 

 El Paso lacks the appropriate cultural markers in the built environment to indicate 

a four hundred year old connection to Spanish colonial heritage. El Paso instead fol-

lowed a Courthouse Town Plan of development.25 The courthouse square defined Anglo 

patterns of settlement throughout the United States just as the plaza defined Spanish 

                                                 
24 The chapel was located in the area of present day Concordia Cemetery. See: Handbook of Texas 

Online, Okla A. McKee, "EL PASO, CATHOLIC DIOCESE OF," accessed March 26, 2019, 

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/ice01.  
25 Robert E. Veselka, “The Courthouse Square in Texas: Its Morphology and Influence on the Urban 

Landscape” (PhD diss., August 1993). See also: Robert E. Veselka, The Courthouse Square in Texas 

(University of Texas Press, 200). 

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/ice01


 

 12 of 20 

patterns of settlement throughout the New World. In the Courthouse Town Plan a cen-

tral square operates as the focal point of the settlement, and a courthouse dominates 

the very center of that square. Similar to the plaza, the courthouse square uses a visual 

hierarchy to convey symbolic meaning. The plaza conveyed the Roman Catholic 

Church and imperial authority as coequal in overseeing civic life by having religious and 

administrative buildings flank the public space. On the other hand, the courthouse’s po-

sition at the center of a large, public square with businesses typically oriented toward it 

symbolized the centrality of self-governance and civic participation in public life. The 

Shelbyville, Lancaster, Harrisonburg, and Four-block square all described variations in 

the position of roads and distribution of city lots in relation to the square. Yet, physical 

features of the landscape, such as rivers, or the presence of railroads often compelled 

city planners to deviate from standardized layouts as was the case in El Paso. The 

modified Courthouse Town Plan used in El Paso reveals a commitment to normative 

Anglo settlement patterns. 

 The confusion in the names of the American settlement opposite Paso del Norte 

also indicates a substantive break with the Spanish colonial heritage of the region. “El 

Paso” eventually replaced Maggofinsville, Franklin, Hart’s Mill, and Fort Bliss as the 

name for the American settlement opposite Paso del Norte. Yet, Americans would not 

have needed to decide on a name for their settlement if one named El Paso had already 

existed on that side of the river. Initial competition over what to call the city reveals that 

Americans simply co-opted a Spanish place name rather than fusing with an existing 

settlement or regional heritage. Similarly, the long fight over the location of the county 

seat that saw it move from San Elizario to Ysleta in 1866, then back to San Elizario in 
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1868, then back to Ysleta in 1873, and finally to El Paso in 1883 reveals confusion over 

the historic center of the region.26 This confusion was likely because San Elizario and its 

neighboring communities had actually sat on the south bank of the Rio Grande until “in 

the 1829 to 1831 period the rampaging river formed a new channel that ran south of the 

towns of Ysleta, Socorro, and San Elizario, thus placing them on an island some twenty 

miles in length and two to four miles in width, which the residents called “the Island,” for 

the remainder of the Mexican period.”27 This means that Spanish colonizers almost ex-

clusively sited settlements on the south bank of a river that “frequently overflowed its 

banks, particularly in late spring, resulting in untold damage to fields, crops, livestock, 

and adobe structures.”28 Rather than establishing a lasting Spanish heritage throughout 

the river valley, it would seem that Spanish colonizers intentionally eschewed a mean-

ingful presence on the north bank for reasons of safety and practicality . 

 The built environments of Paso del Norte and El Paso reveal disparate cultural 

traditions. Without any direct link to a Spanish colonial heritage, claims that El Paso “is 

the product of two cultural traditions” suppress the reality of the city’s connection to the 

Spanish Borderlands in service of a favorite metanarrative.29 The “Mexican period” is 

only the most significant aspect of El Paso’s history if an observer begins from the as-

                                                 
26 Handbook of Texas Online, Conrey Bryson, "EL PASO COUNTY," accessed March 26, 2019, 

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/hce05. See also: Conrey Bryson, The Land Where We 

Live: El Paso del Norte (El Paso: Aniversario del Paso '73, 1973); Eugene O. Porter, San Elizario 

(Austin: Jenkins, 1973); C. L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North: Four Centuries on the Rio Grande (2 vols., 

El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1968, 1980); and W. H. Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History (El 

Paso: Texas Western Press, 1990). 
27 Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History, 74. 
28 Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History, 74. 
29 W.H. Timmons to Dale Walker, February 23, 1967. 

http://www.tshaonline.org/handbook/online/articles/hce05
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sumption that El Paso manifests a blending of two cultural traditions. This a priori rea-

soning leads to post hoc ergo propter hoc assertions about the relationship between 

Paso del Norte and El Paso. The most significant time period for El Paso far more likely 

aligns with the arrival of the railroad in 1881. Its arrival spurred dramatic growth within 

the city, elevated the importance of the region, and transformed foreign relations be-

tween the United States and Mexico. 

 The selection of the rector of the first protestant church in El Paso demonstrates 

the significance of the coming of the railroad over the region’s Spanish heritage. When 

founding members of the Church of Saint Clement brought Reverend Joseph Wilkin 

Tays to El Paso in 1870 they did so under expectations that he would ultimately pastor 

an influential church in a prosperous city. None saw the missional period of the church 

as an end unto itself but instead as an opportunity to build a suitable foundation for an 

influential congregation prior to the completion of the Southern Transcontinental Rail-

road. Yet, when the Panic of 1873 dried up much of the money fueling railroad construc-

tion an exodus occurred. Tays, along with much of his congregation, relocated else-

where by December of 1875. Few wished to spend their lives on the frontier waiting for 

a train that may never arrive. However, once Tays heard that work on the railroad had 

recommenced, he raced back to El Paso and ministered there until his sudden death 

from smallpox in 1884.30 

                                                 
30 Ferenc Morton Szasz, The Protestant Clergy in the Great Plains and Mountain West, 1865-1915, (Uni-

versity of New Mexico Press: 1988), 42. See also: Esther D. MacCallum, The History of St. Clement’s 

Church (El Paso: McMath Company Inc., 1925); Lawrence L. Brown, The Episcopal Church in Texas, 

1838-1874 (Austin: The Church Historical Society, 1963); DuBose Murphy, A Short History of the 

Protestant Church in Texas (Dallas: Turner Company, 1935). 
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 The San Elizario Salt War most clearly illustrates the conflict between the Anglo 

and Hispanic cultures in the region. A bloody race war likely does not mark the first 

steps toward celebrating a bicultural heritage. In the fall of 1877 Spanish colonial tradi-

tion and Anglo conceptions of individual property rights vied for dominance in the valley. 

A cartel had at times attempted to control of the salt flats near Guadalupe Peak for 

some years prior to the violence, but the organizers of this scheme: W.W. Mills, A.J. 

Fountain, Gaylord Judd Clarke, A.H. French, B.F. Williams, J.M. Luján, Luis Cardis, and 

Antonio Borrajo, eventually fell out and became each others’ worst opponents.31 Antonio 

Borrajo, the Roman Catholic priest in charge of the parish in San Elizario, and Luis 

Cardis, an affable Italian immigrant, had initially promised to use their influence to con-

vince the Mexican population to not oppose the Salt Ring. Borrajo and Cardis would 

then quietly take a cut of the profits. However, once the organizers turned on each 

other, Borrajo and Cardis shifted from quelling criticism to openly agitating against a 

monopoly. 

 The conflict had reached a stalemate until Charles W. Howard, a former Confed-

erate officer and an immigrant to the valley in 1872, once more tried to consolidate own-

ership over the salt flats. Cardis opposed Howard publicly, and Howard responded by 

beating Cardis publicly. After several violent confrontations between the two, a Mexican 

mob assembled to capture and detain Howard. After several days he finally agreed to 

relinquish control of the salt flats in exchange for his life. However, the outcome did not 

sit well with Howard who returned to the valley, found Cardis, and emptied both barrels 

                                                 
31 C.L. Sonnichsen, The El Paso Salt War: 1877 (El Paso: Texas Western Press, 1973), 8-14. 
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of his shotgun into him on October 10, 1877. The killing of the affable Italian incensed 

local Mexicans, and Borrajo did all he could to stoke the growing animosity. 

 Howard eventually returned to San Elizario to enforce his claim over the salt. On 

December 13, 1877, another Mexican mob besieged Howard in San Elizario’s Texas 

Ranger station. The mob killed two Americans during the days of fighting but eventually 

convinced the Texas Rangers to surrender by promising they would not harm Howard. 

On December 17, 1877, having once more captured Howard, the mob brutally executed 

him along with two of his companions.32 

 Following the events at San Elizario, R.B. Hubbard, the governor of Texas, wrote 

an apoplectic letter to President Rutherford B. Hayes regarding the Mexicans’ myriad 

abuses along the border. Hubbard claimed that, “Mexico has incurred the guilt of permit-

ting her citizens to set on foot expeditions to invade the United States, and to inflict 

upon the people of Texas all the horrors of inhuman warfare, and she has not properly 

endeavored to restrain them.”33 To the governor, the events at San Elizario only punctu-

ated an already long history of depredations. Hubbard stopped short of arguing that 

Mexican authorities organized the attacks but heavily implied that, in his unwillingness 

to exert any measure of restraint, Porfirio Diaz, the Mexican president, had tacitly con-

doned violence. He brazenly asserted, 

Nor is it charged that President Diaz ordered actual citizens of Mexico to 
aid the mob—as they did—who recently set at defiance the civil authority, 

                                                 
32 For more comprehensive histories of the Salt War see: W.W. Mills, Forty Years at El Paso: 1858-1898 

(El Paso: C. Hertzog, 1962), 149-158; C.L. Sonnichsen, Ten Texas Feuds (University of New Mexico 

Press: 1957), 108-156; Owen White, Out of the Desert: The Historical Romance of El Paso (The McMath 

Company: 1924) 108-134; W.H. Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History (El Paso: Texas Western 

Press, 1990), 165; C.L. Sonnichsen, Pass of the North: Four Centuries on the Rio Grande (Texas Western 

Press: 1968) 195-210. 
33 R.B. Hubbard to Rutherford B. Hayes, January 8, 1878, 9. 
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attacked our citizens and soldiers at San Elizario, forced them to surren-
der by base treachery, and then cowardly shot to death three of these be-
trayed Texas citizens by the merciless fusillade. But this massacre loses 
nothing of its horrible significance when the commander of the Texas 
rangers makes official report—as he does—that these men “were placed 
in front of their open graves and shot to death by a detail of nine citizens 
of Mexico from across the Rio Grande! 34 
 

Whether or not Howard had deserved the end that came to him and whether or not 

Mexico had a predatory relationship with Texas was ultimately immaterial. The San Eliz-

ario incident revealed that the federal government could enforce neither its national 

boundary nor its legal institutions on the Mexican population of the valley. 

 Edward Hatch, a U.S. Army Colonel, arrived in the valley on December twenty-

first and led efforts to restore order. Hatch provided a much more even-handed view of 

events. He claimed that,  

The Texan citizens of Mexican descent who live in El Paso County hold 
firmly that the treaty transferring the territory containing the salt lakes did 
not extinguish the rights of all the people to the free use of them, con-
firmed as it had been to them by both the Spanish and Mexican Govern-
ments and by usage of over two hundred years. These lakes were be-
lieved and held by these people to be common property, for the use of all, 
from which to obtain salt both for domestic use and commerce.35 
 

After killing Howard and plundering the American stores in San Elizario the Mexicans 

had dispersed, and any notable agitators had crossed back into Mexico beyond the 

reach of reprisal from the U.S. Army. Hatch also noted that, “The remedy for the disturb-

ance in this region is the establishment of a military post. Had there been a garrison of 

even 100 men at Fort Bliss, it is not likely the present trouble would ever have oc-

curred.”36 Legislators ultimately concurred and reestablished Fort Bliss as a permanent 

                                                 
34 R.B. Hubbard to Rutherford B. Hayes, January 8, 1878, 9. 
35 Report of Edward Hatch, January 11, 1878, 50.  
36 Report of Edward Hatch, January 11, 1878, 52.  
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fixture of the valley. Fort Bliss’ removal in January of 1877 had resulted in a remarkable 

amount of bloodshed in less than a year. Mexican inhabitants of the valley eventually 

acquiesced to private ownership of the salt beds, but from that point forward Fort Bliss 

loomed over the border like a heavily armed au pair. 

 Although greed, pride, and revenge motivated individual participants, the Salt 

War represented a conflict over cultural hegemony. Mexican inhabitants asserted com-

munal rights based on their Spanish heritage while American settlers asserted private 

ownership based on their Anglo heritage. Moreover, these heritages could never blend 

together due to an innate mutual exclusivity. Additionally, the events of the Salt War 

also took place in San Elizario as opposed to El Paso. Even as late as 1877, San Eliz-

ario eclipsed El Paso in both regional influence as well as population. The application of 

federal power to pacify and garrison a region for an indeterminate period and thereby 

compel adoption of antithetical cultural norms seems much more like forced replace-

ment than syncretic development. 

 The Spanish colonial settlement on the southern side of the Rio Grande had 

such different characteristics from the Anglo frontier settlement on the northern side of 

the river that attributing the same origin to both quickly obfuscates their respective iden-

tities. The cultural landscape of these cities express the particular ideas, values, and as-

pirations of the inhabitants that built them. Borderlands history provides remarkable in-

sight into regional influences that acted on El Paso, but it does not provide an adequate 

explanation of where the city came from. The American West created El Paso. The 

Doniphan expedition conquered the region, the U.S. Army garrisoned it against threats 
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both foreign and domestic, and the railroad’s arrival placed the capstone on a nation 

building project that stretched back to the very founding of the republic. 

 Yet, whether El Paso’s origin lies more in a Boltonian conception of the Spanish 

Borderlands or a Turnerian conception of the American West actually matters very little. 

These interpretations both imply that the significance of the city stems from its origin. In 

regards to El Paso, the choice between Borderlands and the West is a false dichotomy. 

Stories about conquistadors and cowboys provide little insight into the importance of the 

city beyond the frontier period. John Selman’s famous killing of John Wesley Harding 

does not explain why El Paso remains one of the largest cities in America (without con-

sidering the additional population of Juaréz) any more than the Law of the Indies re-

veals why Mexican revolutionaries thought of access to El Paso (a historic backwater of 

New Spain) as critical to their success. The appropriate metanarrative to understand the 

lasting contribution of El Paso is not the frontier, but instead, Progressivism and Ameri-

can modernity. 

 Borderlands and Western interpretations of El Paso’s history are of a type.  

They emphasize the frontier period to the exclusion of all else. Their approach accentu-

ates a particular transition in ownership over the space at the expense of its role in mo-

dernity and continued importance. El Paso obviously lies within the borderlands, and the 

city inarguably shaped the American frontier. But these histories stop short from situat-

ing El Paso within the shift from rural agrarianism to industrial urbanism that reshaped 

the entire nation during the Progressive era. More than just an avid participant, El Paso 

was the unintentional nexus where one era of American history ended and the next be-

gan. With the completion of the Southern Transcontinental Railroad the United States 
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finally established hegemonic control over the American Southwest, and the animating 

vigor of the nation gradually switched from an all-consuming focus on domestic expan-

sion to an ever-growing penchant for foreign intervention. The United States’ relation-

ship with Mexico from the Porfiriato through the Mexican Revolution set a prototypical 

example for an American interventionism devoid of the territorial ambition that had char-

acterized earlier endeavors. This type of interventionism increasingly defined American 

foreign relations throughout the twentieth century. Progressivism is the interpretive 

framework that better explains the city’s past as well as the historical approach that pro-

vides the most insight into our modern condition as inheritors of a sordid Progressive 

legacy. 


