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LAND, SPECULATION, AND MANIPULATION 
ONTHEPECOS 

STEPHEN BOGENER 

The Pecos River of the nineteenth century, 
unlike its faint twenty-first century shadow, 
was a formidable watercourse. The river 
stretches some 755 miles, from the Sangre de 
Cristo Mountains northeast of Santa Fe to its 
eventual merger with the Rio Grande. Control 
over the public domain of southeastern New 
Mexico came from controlling access to the 
Pecos, its tributaries and springs. In the arid 
environment of New Mexico's Pecos Valley, 
corporate accumulation of land through 
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manipulation of federal land laws followed the 
removal of Native Americans, the displace­
ment of Mexican American communities, 
and the departure of major players in the 
cattle industry of the American West. One 
of the most ambitious engineering and irriga­
tion ventures in nineteenth-century North 
America developed here from a simple idea 
in the mind of lawman Pat Garrett, better 
known for slaying William Bonney, a.k.a. Billy 
the Kid. Eventually, irrigation investment 
schemes attracted well-known capitalists from 
Europe, the East Coast, and Colorado Springs. 
Beginning in the late 1870s, through 1925, 
a succession of people tried to transform the 
river -and the desert embracing it. 

The purpose of this article is to reveal some 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen­
tury speculative impulses for harnessing water. 
As a case study, the Pecos River of New Mexico 
goes a long ways towards an understanding 
of the conflicts arising between those bent 
on following Jeffersonian notions of yeoman 
democracy in settling the American West, and 
those whose speculative interests lingered into 
the twentieth century alongside the advent 
of the Reclamation Service. This study also 
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reveals, in part, the hubris of trying to create 
an agricultural oasis in an arid region fraught 
with environmental roadblocks. 

This topic is addressed by examining the 
violent nature of the Pecos region which 
continued even after the government moved 
the Mescalero Apache and forced the Navajo 
from the Four Corners region to the Bosque 
Redondo, near Fort Sumner. Following the 
Lincoln County War and the displacement of 
cattle king, John Chisum, the article follows 
the opportunistic Eddy brothers, New York 
transplants who pioneered a cattle operation in 
Colorado, and their meeting with Pat Garrett, 
who was an early promoter of irrigation in 
eastern New Mexico. As Charles Eddy's ambi­
tions grew, the story takes the reader briefly 
to Colorado Springs where Eddy recruited 
wealthy investors, and into the business of 
manipulating the nation's various land acts to 
accumulate vast holdings along the Pecos. The 
importance of such vast acreage could only 
be realized through massive labor projects of 
dam and canal building, carried out primar­
ily through the physical. exertion of Mexican 
immigrants and native Mexican Americans. 
Finally, in 1893, and again in 1904, flood waters 
destroyed many of the grandiose dreams of 
making the desert bloom. Those left in the 
Valley continued to confront the vagaries of 
the Pecos, and turned to the new Reclamation 
Service for help. 

ThE WILD WEST 

New Mexico attorney and historian William 
Keleher characterized the Pecos Valley during 
the last half of the nineteenth century as a 
wide-open stage for adventure, danger, and 
opportunity. Since the American occupation 
of New Mexico during the Mexican War, 
New Mexico suffered from cultural conflicts 
among Anglos, Hispanics, and the Comanche, 
Apache, Ute, Cheyenne, Arapaho, Kiowa, 
and Navajo.! Keleher attributed the "color and 
adventure" of Lincoln County in the 1870s and 
1880s to cowboys, camp followers, saloon keep­
ers, gamblers, gunfighters, and horse thieves-

most of whom came from Texas.2 A number of 
such characters filtered into the region. The 
first major Anglo settlement in what would 
become Eddy County was Seven Rivers. Until 
the 1890s Lincoln County encompassed most 
of eastern New Mexico, an area larger than 
Massachusetts, and settlements relied on the 
U.S. government for law enforcement.3 

BOSQUE REDONDO 

The largest influx of Anglos into the area 
followed on the heels of the military presence 
at Bosque Redondo following the 1863 cam­
paign against the Mescalero Apache. The U.S. 
military established a Pecos River post called 
Fort Sumner near the present-day town of the 
same name.4 The irrigation system built here 
by Indians represented the first major effort 
at irrigation along the Pecos River itself. The 
fort was laid out next to a favorite camping 
site of the Apache known as Bosque Redondo, 
meaning round grove, referring to a small 
group of cottonwoods in a bend of the river. 
The Mescalero had the choice of moving to 
a reserve established near the fort or being 
further hounded by U.S. soldiers. The Apache, 
who were organized into small semi-autono­
mous bands, trickled into the region one group 
at a time, until by March 1863 the military, 
having established contracts with local cattle­
men and Texans such as Charles Goodnight, 
was feeding over four hundred men, women, 
and children at the fort. Although some one 
hundred Mescalero fled west to join their Gila 
cousins, by the summer of 1863 the Apache at 
Bosque Redondo settled into laying out fields, 
planting crops, and setting up shelters.s 

At this point, the American military, using 
questionable logic, embarked on a series of 
campaigns to place other Indians of New 
Mexico and the Southwest on reservations. 
The military began settling some 9,000 Navajo 
among their long-distant cousins on the lands 
at Bosque Redondo-lands that by then the 
Mescalero considered their own. The march of 
these Navajo from the Four Corners region­
known as the "long walk"-was carried out 
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by Kit Carson, who had previously joined in 
rounding up the Mescalero. Carson, for his 
part, was apparently torn between following 
orders and what he considered to be a foolish 
Indian policy.6 

The Mescalero's growing resentment of 
the Navajo did not initially stymie the work 
already in progress. The Mescalero built a 
slaughterhouse, dammed the river, and irri­
gated crops and trees, which they planted 
nearby. Unfortunately for the Indians and 
military alike, the irrigation venture was a 
dismal failure. Worms, blight, hail, floods, 
drought, and complaints about the effects of 
Pecos water on the human digestive system all 
combined to undermine irrigation efforts in 
Fort Sumner.7 

CATTLE CULTURE AND VIOLENCE 

Despite the army's failure in settling the 
Apache and Navajo at Bosque Redondo and 
the danger inherent in a frontier setting, Texas 
cattlemen saw the grazing potential of lands 
in the Pecos Valley of New Mexico.s Charles 
Goodnight and Oliver Loving, working to 
fill government contracts for beef at Bosque 
Redondo and to stock ranges in Colorado, 
trailed cattle along the Pecos River beginning 
in the 1860s.9 

The military removal of the Indians from 
eastern New Mexico opened the land to Anglo 
settlement. Goodnight and others, including 
John Chisum, who settled near Roswell, New 
Mexico, weathered the uncertainties of the 
Pecos frontier and prospered. In the late nine­
teenth century, Chisum probably controlled 
the largest piece of ranching property in the 
country.1° In addition to Chisum's cattle range, 
his Southspring Ranch headquarters included 
1,500 acres planted in fruit trees and 150 
acres devoted to alfalfa. Chisum did not own 
outright all the rangeland that he controlled, 
but his control extended over an area equal to 
three or four New England states.11 Like most 
Anglos, he regarded the land as public domain 
and open to use by those who got there and 
controlled it first. 12 

Besides Chisum, many of the settlers up 
and down the Pecos came from Texas. Land in 
New Mexico attracted Texas cowboys into the 
region, but an equally important push factor 
caused many Texans to leave their native 
state. In 1878 the state of Texas issued an 
official 226-page book to peace officers listing 
and describing fugitive outlaws. Texas offered 
generous bounties totaling almost $100,000 for 
the bringing of such fugitives to justice. Texas 
effectively rid the state of desperados, but they 
reappeared in New Mexico and other western 
territories.13 

One of the Texans who moved to the 
Pecos Valley in the 1870s was Patrick Floyd 
Jarvis Garrett, sometime cowboy, buffalo 
hunter, gunfighter, gambler, horse breeder, and 
lawman. Not only would Garrett become a 
legend for killing Billy the Kid, but he proved 
instrumental in first promoting irrigation in 
the valley,14 Garrett wanted to build a dam 
across the Hondo River, the chief tributary of 
the Pecos, to send water across the desert to 
areas previously thought worthless for farm­
ing. He may have envisioned accumulating 
land through the Homestead Act or the Desert 
Land Act of 1877.15 

Charles Eddy and his brother, John, who 
had been ranching in Colorado, began running 
cattle on a 20,000-acre ranch along the Pecos 
River in 1881.16 The Eddy brothers established 
their New Mexico cattle operation opposite a 
large spring system near Seven Rivers, a vil­
lage of "dozens of hard-core drifters, drovers, 
gunmen and fugitives ... [where] gunfire was 
frequent [and] it is said that the first four per­
sons' buried in the cemetery died of gunshot 
wounds.,,17 

PAT GARRETT'S VISION FOR WATERING THE 

DESERT 

In 1886 Garrett approached rancher Charles 
Eddy with his vision of irrigating the Pecos 
Valley,18 The meeting between Garrett and 
Eddy heralded the beginnings of corporate irri­
gation in the valley as the men formulated an 
ambitious project to reclaim the Chihuahuan 
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FIG. 1. The remains of buildings erected in the 
1870s by the Eddy brothers on their VVN Ranch at 
the foot of Black Mountain in Park County , Colorado. 
Photograph by the author, 1999. 

Desert.19 Garrett and Eddy set up Pecos Valley 
Land and Ditch Company in 1887, the first 
of Charles Eddy's many irrigation and valley 
enterprises.20 

Garrett and Eddy hoped to make money by 
selling land in the new town of Eddy, which 
they laid out in 1888, and by providing water 
through a canal system and charging an annual 
rental fee for water.21 In the late 1880s Eddy 
and Garrett had engineers draw up plans and 
specifications for the irrigation project in the 
valley.22 The two then faced the initial task of 
raising capital for what would become a scheme 
to water half a million acres of creosote and 
sagebrush.23 

Working from the nineteenth-century 
American mindset of subduing nature and 
making money at the same time, cattleman 
Charles Eddy and lawman Pat Garrett set in 
motion the concept of transforming a cattle 
country at the southern end of Chisum's 
kingdom into an agricultural mecca based on 
irrigation and the nation's flexible land laws. 
Building dams and canals to water the desert 
would cost money, so Eddy recruited capitalists 
from Chicago and Colorado Springs, a retreat 
for some of the country's industrial and politi­
cal elite.24 

FIG. 2. Pat Garrett, known as the lawman who 
gunned down William Bonney in the wake of the 
Lincoln County War, played an early role in Pecos 
Valley irrigation. At various times throughout his life, 
he served as sheriff, horse trader, farmer, rancher, 
U.S . Customs Collector, and livery and hack operator. 
Courtesy of Southeastern New Mexico Historical 
Society, Carlsbad, New Mexico. 

RECRUITING INVESTORS IN COLORADO 

SPRINGS 

Colorado Springs during the late nineteenth 
century provides ample evidence that, long 
before ski resorts catered to millions, many 
parts of the West were the playgrounds and 
investment arenas of rich easterners and their 
sons. In the nineteenth century, Colorado 
Springs became the playground of, if not the 
famous, then certainly the rich. Before the 
mines of Cripple Creek yielded any riches, the 
cities at the base of Pike's Peak became famous 
worldwide for their beauty and health-restoring 
climate. Colorado Springs and its neighbor, 
Manitou, were fashionable summer resorts in 
the Rocky Mountains, attracting thousands 
who came west to improve their health, includ­
ing many in the last stages of consumption and 
asthma. 25 
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and Reclamation of Arid Lands, vol. 3, Rocky Mountain Region and Great Plains, 51st Cong., 1st sess., 1890, 
SR 928, pt. 4. 



214 GREAT PLAINS QUARTERLY, SUMMER 2008 

FIG. 4. Promoter and town builder Charles Bishop 
Eddy . Eddy came west with his brother, John Arthur, 
in 1879 and started a Colorado cattle operation. In 
the early 1880s Eddy started the Halagueno Ranch in 
southeastern New Mexico near present-day Carlsbad, 
driving cattle north to his ranch near Salida . Intrigued 
by Pat Garrett's notion of irrigated agriculture, Eddy 
bought water rights in 1887 on the Pecos River and began 
recruiting investors. Courtesy of Southeastern New 
Mexico Historical Society, Carlsbad, New Mexico. 

Medical facilities sprang up to treat east­
erners with deep pockets. Experts recom­
mended bathing in and drinking waters from 
the series of springs near the town, and soon 
a thriving business in treating consumptive 
invalids developed. One such patient, James J. 
Hagerman, arriving in 1884 from Paris, began 
a remarkable recovery,26 Hagerman, a short, 
feisty millionaire, would later dump a good 
portion of his money into the irrigation ditches 
of New Mexico. Investors like Hagerman made 
rich from Michigan iron ore, used his ties to 
the steel, railroad, and mining industries to 
attract more capital for irrigation ventures. 
As Eddy began to pour investment capital 
into dams and canals, the tools providing the 
impetus for corporate irrigation of the valley 
were the nation's flexible land laws. 

FIG. 5. James J. Hagerman. Chief investor in 
the Pecos Valley irrigation and railroad enterprises. 
Hagerman, who had made a fortune in iron , rail­
roading, and Colorado mining, used his political and 
business ties to recruit both investors and settlers to 
the Pecos Valley . Courtesy of Special Collections, 
Tutt Library, Colorado College, Colorado Springs, 
Colorado. 

FIG. 6. Former home of Mr. and Mrs. James 
Hagerman, Cascade Avenue , Colorado Springs, 
Colorado. Photograph by the author, 1999. 
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FIG. 7. Hotel Hagerman, Eddy (Carlsbad), New 
Mexico. Many potential investors and business 
partners stayed at the hotel. Courtesy of Sacramento 
Mountains Historical Society, Cloudcroft, New 
Mexico. 

CLASH OF CULTURES AT MISSOURI PLAZA 

Manipulation of the nation's land laws 
provided a means to accumulate vast hold­
ings across the West. The Pecos Valley differs 
from northern New Mexico in that no large 
Spanish land grants existed in southeast New 
Mexico. An area largely devoid of Spanish 
populations because of the long presence of 
Indios Barbaros, the region's few Hispanic 
communities clung precariously to villages 
along northern tributaries of the Pecos such 
as the Hondo and Bonito. By the mid-18S0s 
Mexican Americans had settled the Hondo 
Valley from the Manzano Mountains near 
Albuquerque. These first non-Indian settlers 
in the area worked in part to provide food for 
the military as farmers and sheepherders. The 
first settlement in the region began near Fort 
Stanton on the Rio Bonito. Called La Placita, 
the settlement soon attracted Anglos as well. 
The town, now called Lincoln, became the 
seat of Lincoln County in 1869. By then, some 
thirty to forty Mexican families had moved 
to the Hondo Valley, fifteen miles southwest 
of Roswell. Since most of the men had been 
employed as freighters from Albuquerque to 
St. Joseph, Missouri, they began calling their 
settlement La Plaza de Missouri, or San Jose, 
or Missouri Bottoms. The name Missouri Plaza 
stuck.27 

Hispanic settlers brought with them their 
Spanish-based community, agricultural, land, 
and water distribution systems. Spanish custom 
and law provided that people could use water 
for domestic purposes through ditches (ace­
quias), even if the ditches crossed another's 
property. As the former freighters irrigated 
400- to SOO-acre farms near Missouri Plaza, 
New Mexico's territorial legislature sanc­
tioned these centuries-old customs in 18Sl. 
Nonetheless, Anglos moving into the Hondo 
Valley did not accept Spanish community tra­
ditions as a means of agricultural production. 
Anglo settlers began appropriating the water, 
and in the 1870s, the earlier citizens of Missouri 
Plaza moved away because of Indian problems, 
racial conflict, and upstream irrigation.2S In 
some ways this experience parallels the legal 
and extralegal wranglings discussed by Maria 
Montoya in Translating Property: The Maxwell 
Land Grant and the Conflict over Land in the 
American West, 1840-1900. The establishment 
of Mexican American villages along the tribu­
taries of the Pecos undoubtedly represented 
the land tenure system laid down by centuries 
of Spanish custom, transported southeast from 
the Manzanos. As Montoya mentions in her 
introduction, a clash of cultures following the 
Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo centered on "a 
collision between land regimes with radically 
different cultural conceptions of the land's pur­
pose." And, whereas Anglo American concepts 
of property were often based upon individual 
ownership, property systems in New Mexico 
were "rooted in communal as well as indi­
vidual, ownership and w[erel often expressed 
in iriformal, customary understandings among 
neighbors and in oral deals between patrons 
and clients.,,29 

MANIPULATION OF THE NATION'S LAND 

LAWS IN THE PECOS VALLEY 

In the Pecos Valley, however, land accumula­
tion began with cattlemen like John Chisum 
and those who had a knack for obtaining water­
accessible properties in the public domain and 
converting them to what were essentially private 
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holdings. Corporate irrigation companies per­
fected the practice, relying extensively upon 
the time-honored practice of using dummy 
entrymen, friends, relatives, and paid third par­
ties as the basis for speculative land develop­
ment. Charles Eddy added thousands of acres 
to the holdings of his irrigation companies in 
the Pecos Valley using such practices. In the 
early days of recruiting investors, Eddy provided 
a free excursion by train into the wilds of New 
Mexico in exchange for visitors filing Desert 
Land entries. These properties had an uncanny 
way of soon becoming part of the holdings of 
Eddy's various irrigation and land companies 
in the valley. As no rail service existed into 
Charles Eddy's new town, visitors traveled to 
the nearest depot at Toyah, some sixty miles 
south. There they were met by none other than 
Pat Garrett himself, providing hacks, buggies, 
and buckboards for the journey north ro Eddy's 
Halagiiefio Ranch.3o 

In 1862 Congress passed the Homestead Act 
to allow Americans to scatter throughout the 
West and help "develop the nation's resources 
and character." Settlers could get 160 acres of 
land free of charge, except for filing fees of ten 
cents per acre, but had to build a home and live 
on the land. Claims could be commuted and 
title finalized after eighteen months by paying 
$1.25 an acre. The government required that 
the land be surveyed with legal subdivisions 
before it could be homesteaded.3! 

By the 1870s the Office of the Surveyor 
General had plenty of unoccupied land to 
survey in New Mexico. Indian attacks had 
largely ceased, and the office expanded to new 
areas including the Pecos Valley.32 The late 
1870s brought not only surveys but other ways 
to gain government land. President Ulysses S. 
Grant, traveling in the West, recommended 
that lands in larger quantities be given to set­
tlers to induce them to improve their property 
with water.33 On March 3, 1877, Congress 
passed the Desert Land Act-designed for the 
semiarid West. Settlers on "desert" lands could 
get one section (640 acres) for twenty-five cents 
per acre down and one dollar per acre on final 
proof of compliance. The law stipulated one 

entry per U.S. citizen but no rights to the land 
until the applicant proved up the property 
by irrigating. While the law was intended to 
encourage irrigation by family farms, 95 per­
cent of all claims were fraudulent and were 
made for the benefit of land speculators.34 In 
the Pecos Valley, the vast majority of lands 
were taken under the Desert Land Act, some 
100,000 acres in alp5 

All told, a crafty land seeker might accumu­
late 1,120 acres of land by using the Preemption, 
Homestead, Desert Land, and Timber Culture 
acts in combination. Cattlemen and others 
acquired large chunks of land using question­
able tactics, and evading the intent of land 
laws was easy. Many claims had the same hand­
writing with different names affixed to the 
paperwork.36 Some houses purportedly used to 
show improvement were birdhouses.37 Dummy 
entrymen, who often used fake names, slept 
on a claim two or three nights over a fourteen­
month period. One renowned western water 
authority speculates that entrymen simply got 
a hogshead of water (a barrel containing sixty­
three gallons of water) and a witness, went to 
the claim, and poured water on the land. He 
then paid the witness and the two went to the 
land office, where the witness swore he saw 
irrigation take place.38 

Although U.S. government policy required 
land acquired for homestead or preemption 
entries be capable of growing crops, in practice 
this requirement was ignored in the Pecos 
Valley, which was primarily a grazing region. 
Charles Eddy was one of the biggest land­
owners in the area, but like other area cattle 
company owners he did not depend solely on 
private lands. All used the public domain as 
though it were theirs and gradually extended 
their holdings. The only practical place to 
homestead in southeastern New Mexico was 
along the Pecos. That reality, combined with 
well-financed cattle companies, meant big 
business controlled much of the land.39 

The domination of big cattle operators was 
in keeping with the spirit of the Gilded Age 
and concentration of wealth. During the 1870s 
and 1880s, there was general acceptance in the 
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public mind of a man quickly enriching himself, 
even at the cost of his neighbors.40 By the mid-
1870s, when Henry M. Atkinson of Nebraska 
took over the office of surveyor general of 
New Mexico, surveyors had almost completed 
their work. By and large, Atkinson's tenure in 
office was dominated by cattlemen's demands 
for land and his falsifying surveys to include 
land that was not arable so cattlemen could 
claim it.41 Large portions of land were unsuit­
able for anything except grazing, and cattle 
reigned across wide swaths of territory at least 
until the middle 1880s.42 As Karen Merrill has 
noted, following the disaster of the Big Die-Up 
of 1886-87, leaders like Elwood Mead, a major 
player in irrigation, and Wyoming governor 
William Richards both agreed that "western 
ranchers had to own irrigated land to produce 
feed for their animals" and that there was an 
essential "link between grazing land and irri­
gated land."43 Certainly as early as 1849, 1st 
Lt. J. H. Simpson and Capt. R. B. Marcy noted 
that southeast New Mexico, with its gypsum­
laden soil covered with luxuriant grama grass, 
was not a farmer's country, but rather was very 
well suited to foraging cattle.44 

Contrary to wishful thinking by many at 
the time, eastern concepts of the yeoman 
farmer and the homestead entry on 160 acres 
of land simply did not work in the West and 
certainly not in New Mexico, where cattlemen 
monopolized the choicest pieces of land along 
springs, creeks, and rivers. Homestead entries 
for New Mexico far outnumbered existing 
population figures or the number engaged in 
farming. Many of the excess homestead entries 
went to cattlemen, and in 1885 all of southeast 
New Mexico was devoted exclusively to cattle 
ranching.45 

Many landholders in the Pecos Valley 
possessed at least 10,000 acres. For years, the 
General Land Office tried to figure out how 
landholders had obtained such large holdings 
in the Pecos Valley and elsewhere. According 
to some, local land officers knew full well how 
the land was attained but found insurmount­
able difficulties in proving it. Probably the 
largest difficulty was that testimony from a 

landholder would convict not only his neigh­
bor but himself as well. One man owned more 
than 10,000 acres, and except for about four 
hundred acres, the owner made no improve­
ment on any of it. At regular intervals, small 
roofless stone houses of the specified preemp­
tion size stood entirely deserted. The rancher 
hired cowboys to live the required time in one 
of the houses, sign a statement to that effect 
before authorities, and then deed the land to 
the rancher. Cowboys knew that to show a 
more permanent interest in the land meant 
tough circumstances, including death, and 
they readily agreed to such contracts, a regular 
practice in the Pecos Valley.46 

Beginning in 1882 the federal government 
launched a number of investigations into land 
fraud in the western states. In 1883 special 
agent H. H. Eddy {no relation to Charles Eddy} 
investigated some 200 homestead claims in 
New Mexico, and found that only 32 percent 
complied with homestead regulations. Eddy 
was paid extra for the danger surrounding his 
investigations in the Pecos Valley in 1884, 
where he found that most homestead claims 
were false. Only one in fourteen proved legiti­
mate. Eddy unearthed fraud and murders of 
entrymen on preempted land.47 

Most homestead entries lacked any sem­
blance of settlement or improvement. In some 
cases the land had been abandoned for several 
years; in others the applicant was under legal 
age or the required house had been built by 
a party other than the applicant. In some 
cases the resident on the land had never filed 
a claim and did not know that one had been 
filed.48 From 1882 to 1886 seven special agents 
for the General Land Office investigated land 
fraud in the West, including New Mexico. 
One of the recurring problems, according 
to investigators at the time, was that native 
Mexican Americans living in New Mexico 
were unreliable witnesses who would swear 
to anything-and Mexican American juries 
seldom returned a guilty verdict even though 
the evidence was conclusive. The government 
viewed natives as people ignorant of the law 
who could be deceived into signing virtually 
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anything. Many times investigators discovered 
native New Mexicans who had settled on a 
piece of land they thought they had filed on, 
only to find out that, deceived by unscrupulous 
land speculators, they had filed on alternate 
land that was worthless. Their home in the 
meantime was filed upon by a person repre­
senting the party who had given the New 
Mexicans the false descriptions of the land in 
the first place. Consequently, many Hispanic 
settlers got worthless acreage rather than the 
valuable land they wanted. If Hispanic locals 
complained about the situation, officials told 
them that they had committed perjury by 
entering on land they had never lived on. 
They were warned that the consequences for 
speaking out would be arrest and prosecution.49 

Investigations into land fraud across the West 
revealed widespread deception, prompting 
others to blame New Mexico political groups 
of collusion. 

Most agreed that the choicest lands in New 
Mexico and the West had been controlled 
and then attained though questionable legal 
practices by powerful groups of cattlemen in 
the region to keep out small-time settlers,50 
among them Spanish-speaking settlers who 
were at a loss to figure out the prescribed rules 
for filing on land. Cattlemen, beginning in the 
mid-1880s, by incorporating ditch companies 
and appropriating available water, could keep 
settlers from using it. Consequently, they kept 
competitors off even the public land. This had 
the effect of making land that others wished 
to enter on valueless unless they were supplied 
with water from irrigation companies often 
created by cattlemen. 51 In many cases, on the 
surface, the legal papers were so technically 
correct that local land offices could hardly 
determine the fraud. In other cases, the land 
offices themselves were coconspirators. 

G. W. Pritchard, US. District Attorney 
for New Mexico, investigated such land theft 
and secured information by 1884 that allowed 
him to prosecute a long docket of cases. 
Pritchard stated that "the practice [of stealing 
land] was carried on to an alarming extent 
in New Mexico and in many instances the 

guilty parties [had] been apprehended and 
[Pritchard meant] to prosecute [them all].,,52 
US. Land Commissioner William Andrew 
Jackson Sparks, appointed in 1885 by President 
Grover Cleveland, accused General Land 
Office workers of participating in fraud or look­
ing the other way. He suspended final entry on 
land in the West except for those who made 
the final payment with cash or script. 53 

This had the effect of stimulating specula­
tors and monopolists to feverish activity, grab­
bing lands before the public domain closed. 
Land sales and entries under the various 
land grant laws reached a high point during 
Cleveland's administration. 54 Others, including 
the surveyor general of New Mexico George W. 
Julian, a Cleveland appointee, lamented that 
various political groups within the territory 
aided and abetted such actions. Julian noted 
that in 1884 when the Democratic Territorial 
Convention met, it adopted a resolution decry­
ing Washington's claims of land fraud in New 
Mexico and denied that such frauds existed to 
any considerable extent. Julian contended that 
members of the convention knew full well that 
land fraud in New Mexico was rampant.55 

By 1885 the various government investiga­
tions and consequent shakeups in the U.S. 
land offices across the West were being felt in 
the Pecos Valley. In October 1885 the registrar 
in the US. Land Office in Las Cruces, John 
R. McFie, was ousted in favor of E. G. Shields, 
who would become a major promoter of irriga­
tion as a real estate broker in the town of Eddy. 
Small ranchers hoped Shields "would enforce 
every rule in terms of land holding to the letter 
and the land ring [operating in Southeast New 
Mexico would be] broken up.,,56 

CHARGES AND COUNTERCHARGES OF 

LAND FRAUD 

In the years leading up to 1885, the accumu­
lation of land by cattle raisers in southeast New 
Mexico led to a split between those acquiring 
large holdings and small cattle owners in the 
region. Cattlemen-many called them rus­
tlers-from the older, established community 
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of Seven Rivers, twelve miles north of Charles 
Eddy's upstart community, argued that Eddy 
and other ranchers had obtained their land 
improperly. In 1885 M. ]. Denman charged 
Charles Eddy with having obtained large 
acreage through fraud. Denman came from 
Texas and lived in Lincoln County near Seven 
Rivers.57 Supporters of Eddy, many of whom 
were cattlemen themselves, quickly denounced 
Denman. 

Denman's charges revolved around Eddy's 
procuring land from Mexican Americans 
near Seven Rivers. Denman and government 
investigating agencies accused Eddy of acquir­
ing lands from settlers through coercion. 
The Mexican Americans who had taken up 
residence along streams and close to springs 
in Lincoln County were unfamiliar with U.S. 
land laws. Others like Marshall Ash Upson, 
who had known Charles Eddy since 1880, tes­
tified that Eddy acquired lands from Mexican 
Americans living close to the Pecos River, but 
explained that Eddy legally bought the land 
from these settlers who preempted the prop­
erty.58 

Eddy's supporters painted him as the friend 
of Hispanics. Upson argued that strong class 
feelings existed between the "less intelligent" 
Americans, many of whom had apparently 
drifted in from Texas, and Mexican Americans 
who lived along the Pecos for one hundred 
miles. Upson maintained that for several years 
Mexican Americans had not been allowed 
to live in these areas peacefully, that many 
of them had been killed or wounded without 
provocation, and some had been driven from 
their homes by intimidation and threats. 59 

Upson contended that rather than stealing 
land from such citizens, Charles Eddy had taken 
them under his wing and tried to protect them 
in their rights concerning land laws. Upson 
claimed that in so doing, Eddy had incurred 
the wrath and hostility of Denman and others 
like him who were intent on obtaining title to 
the Mexicans' land for themselves.6o 

In a similar reproach of Denman, Charles H. 
Slaughter, also a large cattleman from Seven 
Rivers, praised Eddy's reputation to the fullest 

FIG. 8. Charles Eddy's simple home in Eddy, 
New Mexico. Courtesy of Sacramento Mountains 
Historical Society, Cloudcroft, New Mexico. 

and denounced Denman as a blackmailer and 
slanderer.61 Following the publication of Upson 
and Slaughter's affidavits, thirty citizens, most 
cattle raisers themselves, signed a deposition 
describing Denman as a "depraved and reckless 
man, of evil reputation, and charged with many 
crimes; that no faith or credence can be placed 
in what he says, nor the statements of his fol­
lowers and tools who do his bidding."62 

That Charles Eddy had obtained numer­
ous acres from those of Mexican heritage near 
Seven Rivers and along the Pecos River was 
never denied by his supporters. In question, 
rather, was the method by which Eddy and 
others obtained the land. Eddy County deed 
records from 1887 and 1889 attest to Anglos 
obtaining land from persons with Spanish sur­
names. Many were illiterate and could not sign 
their own names, transferring ownership of the 
land for less than one dollar per acre.63 

From 1888 to 1891 eighty-eight irrigation 
companies were incorporated in New Mexico. 
At least 40 percent of the land brought under 
irrigation during the next decade was irrigated 
by these companies. Under the Desert Land 
Act, outright entries by companies were not 
allowed, as federal laws aimed at establishing 
individual setters and their families on the land. 
But companies acquired thousands of acres 
by circumventing the law. Companies such as 
Charles Eddy's Pecos Irrigation and Investment 



220 GREAT PLAINS QUARTERLY, SUMMER 2008 

acquired much of their land from individuals 
who had filed desert entries and then sold the 
land for next to nothing to company officials.64 

Company officials often registered numerous 
consecutive land purchases and deed changes 
on the same day. Following the required three­
year period, applicants proved up on entries 
and then deeded their properties to the com­
pany in return for a small fee or a free trip to 
the desert Southwest.65 

THE POWELL SURVEY AND PECOS VALLEY 

SPECULATION 

The Pecos Irrigation and Improvement 
Company's land schemes were exposed in part 
by a member of John Wesley Powell's survey 
team in 1888 and 1889. The Tarr Report was a 
comprehensive study of the topographical and 
geological components of the Pecos Valley,66 
and included many instances where landhold­
ers obtained their property through bribery 
of government officials, notary publics, and 
witnesses. At the time of the report, many of 
the leading citizens of Lincoln County were 
under indictment by a gra"nd jury for fraudulent 
land entry. The author, Ralph S. Tarr, doubted 
that any of them would be convicted. He saved 
some of his most condemning rhetoric for the 
Pecos Irrigation and Investment Company. He 
noted that before the company declared the 
line of its ditch, it gave information concerning 
that ditch to friends and relatives. Observing 
the company's success in attracting Chicago 
investors to the valley in September 1888, Tarr 
counted a party of thirty people from Chicago 
who filed on nearly 25,000 acres of land along 
the company's ditch. Not one of the entries 
was a homestead or preemption claim; all were 
desert entries. It was clear that this group of 
rich urbanites was not planning to settle on the 
land but was simply purchasing it for specula­
tive purposes. Many in the party were related 
to company officials. Members of the party 
who entered claims under the Desert Land 
laws later deeded their property over to Pecos 
Irrigation and Investment officers, thus adding 
to the land and assets of that company.67 

Within a week of the announcement that 
Pecos Irrigation would furnish water to the 
Roswell area, applicants filed Desert Land 
claims on 10,000 acres. Anticipating fraud and 
abuse in the valley, Tarr suggested that the 
U.S. Geologic Survey declare as off limits and 
remove from entry a strip of land twenty miles 
wide and extending from five miles north of 
Roswell south to the Texas line. Tarr accurately 
predicted that with a team of government 
surveyors in the area, unless the government 
acted quickly, speculators would immediately 
follow and file desert entries on the basis of the 
government's presence.68 

Within thirteen months after the irrigation 
project in the valley began in 1887, applicants 
had entered on 200,000 acres of land not 
worth taking before the prospect of irriga­
tion. Company promoter Charles Greene said, 
"From the fact that nearly 200,000 acres must 
be finally proved up under the requirements 
of the Desert Land Law during the year 1891, 
the success of the enterprise is assured beyond 
question.,,69 Company officials in 1888 and 
early 1889 replied to queries about who owned 
lands near the irrigation ditch-the govern­
ment or the company-that Pecos Irrigation 
owned no land in the valley except for their 
ditch right-of-wayJo Technically, the company 
itself owned only the access and right to deliver 
water to the land. But by 1891 much of the 
choicest government land had been snatched 
up and conveyed to individual company offi­
cials and others with speculative interests. 
Therefore, latecomers and bona fide settlers 
had to deal with the irrigation company to 
purchase land worth the taking. 

Deed record books for Eddy County during 
the 1880s and early 1890s are riddled with 
examples of irrigation company officials obtain­
ing individuals' land and water right deeds 
following proof of reclamation in exchange for 
a few dollars.7l In many cases, a series of deed 
exchanges took place between individuals who 
filed Desert Land entries, sight unseen from 
thousands of miles away, and early company 
investors. After a series of these transactions, 
the lands eventually became the property of 
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FIG. 9. Workers riprapping the front face of Avalon Dam on the east side of the Pecos River. Contractors relied 
heavily on Mexican and Mexican American labor. Record Group 115, Records of the Bureau of Reclamation, 
Public Relations Photograph Collection, Series 3-Historic, Photographs by Project Sites, Box 004, National 
Archives and Records Administration, Rocky Mountain Region, Denver, Colorado. 

the irrigation company or subsidiary valley 
companies.72 

AN ARMY OF IMMIGRANT DAM BUILDERS 

In order to make the speculative wheels turn, 
a succession of irrigation companies in the 
Pecos Valley embarked on a flurry of dam build­
ing, town building, and promotion designed to 
generate an oasis in the Chihuahuan Desert. 
Ironically, as early Hispanics at La Placita had 
been displaced by cattleman, interlopers from 
Texas, the Lincoln County War, and a general 
Anglo American invasion into Nuevo Mexico, a 
new wave of Hispanic immigration into south­
east New Mexico occurred as a result of both 
scant opportunities for employment under the 
Mexican regime of Porfirio Diaz, on the one 
hand, and a frenzy of dam and railroad building 

on the other side of the border beginning in the 
late 1870s.73 Capital recruited from deep pock­
ets in Chicago, New Bedford, Massachusetts, 
New York, and Europe via Colorado Springs 
fueled some of the largest engineering projects 
in North America at the time. Despite sig­
nificant prejudice, the expected abundance of 
liquor, violence, and vice within the tent cities 
of mostly single males, Mexican nationals and 
Mexican Americans provided the bulk of the 
muscle to build dams, irrigation ditches, and 
railroads in New Mexico's Pecos ValleyJ4 

DARK DAYS ON THE PECOS AND 

EMERGENCE OF THE CARLSBAD PROJECT 

Capital investment strategies, intense pro­
motion in Europe and North America leading 
to Swiss and Italian colonization,75 and a virtual 
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FIG. 10. Although reluctant to take on the Carlsbad Project, Reclamation made numerous repairs and upgrades 
on the project, including liniug canals with concrete. Record Group 115, Project Histories, Feature Histories 
and Reports, 1902-1932, Carlsbad, Box 79, entry 10. Department of the Interior, U.S. Reclamation Service, 
Project History, Calendar Year 1916, Carlsbad Project, Carlsbad, New Mexico. National Archives and Records 
Administration, Rocky Mountain Region, Denver, Colorado. 

army of dam builders notwithstanding, the 
vagaries of nature intervened in 1893 and 1904 
to wash away dreams of irrigating and settling 
a million acres of creosote and sagebrushJ6 
Subsequent activities in the Pecos Valley cen­
tered around James Hagerman's attempts to find 
both capital to restore the irrigation system and 
to build a connecting railroad against competi­
tion from his erstwhile partner, Charles Eddy, 
who had left the valley to pursue newer hori­
zonsJ7 The town he created would be renamed 
Carlsbad by promoters. Following the sale to 

Santa Fe Railroad Company of a connecting rail 
line to Amarillo, Texas, Hagerman extricated 
himself from all irrigation business in the Pecos 
Valley. His departure left those of lesser means 
to fend for the valley's future, namely Francis G. 
Tracy, one of the early but small-time investors. 
Tracy proved to be an indomitable presence 

in the valley, convincing the federal govern­
ment against their better judgment to take on 
rehabilitation of the valley's irrigation system 
under auspices of the newly created Reclamation 
Service. The Carlsbad Project, as it became 
known, is the story of politics, investigation, 
rehabilitation, and legal struggles among the 
Pecos River's many clientsJ8 

Using the Desert Land Act and other laws 
to accumulate land in the Pecos Valley was 
indicative of the general land and irrigation 
boom across the country in the 1880s. Together 
the Desert Land Act and the Homestead Act 
opened 4 million acres in New Mexico. The 
early ease of obtaining lands under desert 
entries and the subsequent transfer of such 
lands led to accumulations of vast acreage 
in the Pecos Valley. While most real settlers 
dreamed of owning land, the key to success in 
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FIG. 11. Detail of the American Southwest, showing Pecos River in eastern New Mexico, and Colorado Springs, 
an enclave for consumptives with deep pockets in the 19th century (United States of America: Physical and Political 
[Chicago : Rand McNally, 1923].)Courtesy, Southwest Collection/Special Collections Library, Maps Collection, 
Texas Tech University. 

New Mexico's arid Pecos Valley was access to 

water. Charles Eddy's dream of making money 
by providing that water led to speculation 
and manipulation of the nation's various land 
laws. Despite his efforts, the efforts of James 
Hagerman, and those of Francis Tracy in the 
twentieth century, much of the area is still 
dominated by creosote and sagebrush. Today, 
the Pecos remains one of the most litigated 
bodies of water in the countryJ9 

NOTES 

Much of the material for this article comes 
from the book, Ditches Across the Desert: 
Irrigation on the Lower Pecos (Lubbock: Texas 
Tech University Press, 2003). I refer readers 

to the broader context of Ditches to gain a full 
understanding of nineteenth-century invest­
ment networking, of manipulation of the 
Desert Land Act and other federal land laws, 
of the essential role played by Mexicans and 
Mexican Americans in the Trans-Pecos, of the 
environmental vagaries associated with dam 
and canal building in the desert, and of my 
take on Donald Worster's assertions concern­
ing a "water empire" in the West, as well as 
those of Donald Pisani. 

1. The New Mexico Territorial Legislature 
adopted numerous memorials that were sent to 
the U.S. Congress in the 1850s and 1860s detail­
ing the territory's need for transportation, general 
law enforcement, and military protection against 
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Indians and outlaws, many of the latter coming 
from Texas. Most of the emigrants into the area 
were Anglos. Their numbers grew until they com­
posed about one-third of the population, resulting 
in a clash of cultures. Many Anglos considered the 
Mexican Americans as inferior, lazy, and odorifer­
ous. They described Mexican towns as "dilapidated 
old adobe buildings, [with] chili, and the smell of 
garlic ... everywhere." Whites saw themselves, 
on the other hand, as progressive, energetic, and 
superior and were determined to end the Mexican 
American presence. This conflict led to shootings, 
assassinations, and other racial violence, includ­
ing the "Harrell War." The Harrells came to the 
valley from Lampasas, Texas, after a bloody feud 
with another family. During a drinking spree that 
lasted several weeks, family members gunned 
down several Mexicans near Missouri Plaza for no 
apparent reason other than their race. Porter A. 
Stratton, Territorial Press of New Mexico, 1834-1912 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
1969), 24, 132; Tom Sheridan, The Bitter River: 
A Brief Historical Survey of the Middle Pecos River 
Basin (Boulder: Western Interstate Commission for 
Higher Education, 1975), 4l. 

2. William A. Keleher, Fabulous Frontier: Twelve 
New Mexico Items (Santa Fe: Rydal Press, 1945),26-
27. 

3. The first settlers to the area drove off the 
Indians and called the place "Dogtown" because 
it was overrun by prairie dogs. Lincoln County 
divided in 1889 to form Chaves and Eddy coun­
ties. Notorious haunt of Texans and cattle rustlers, 
Seven Rivers vied with Eddy for the county seat. 
The influx of capital, political muscle and imported 
settlers proved the death knell for Seven Rivers. The 
Seven Rivers post office closed in 1895, signaling 
the end of the town. Keleher, Fabulous Frontier, 7-
23; Carlsbad Current-Argus, March 20, 1988; Carole 
Larson, Forgotten Frontier: The Story of Southeastern 
New Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1993), 27; History of Eddy County, 
New Mexico, to 1981 (Carlsbad, NM: Southeastern 
New Mexico Historical Society; Lubbock, TX: 
Craftsman Printers, Inc., 1882), 14 (hereafter cited 
as Eddy County to 1981). 

4. The Apache, especially the Mescalero, 
continued raiding from the Davis and Guadalupe 
mountains. By 1855 the United States began a cam­
paign to stop the raids. For a brief summary of the 
military operation see Sheridan, Bitter River, 28-32. 

5. Charles Goodnight was born March 5, 1836, 
in Macoupin County, Illinois, moving to Milam 
County, Texas in 1846. He entered the cattle 
business in 1856 and moved to Palo Pinto County 
in 1857. He served as a scout and guide with the 
Texas Rangers against the Indians. He and his 

partner established the Goodnight-Loving cattle 
trail in 1866, and established a cattle ranch on the 
Apishapa River in Colorado in 1868. Goodnight 
in 1870 started a ranch on the Arkansas River 
four miles above Pueblo. He began a partnership 
with John Adair of Ireland in 1877 to develop the 
JA Ranch, which encompassed almost 1 million 
acres and fed 100,000 cattle. Goodnight introduced 
Hereford and Shorthorn cattle into his Longhorn 
herd, and preserved remnants of the southern buf­
falo herd by raising calves. Dumas Malone, ed., 
Dictionary of American Biography (New York: C. 
Scribner's Sons, 1936), 393; C. L. Sonnichsen, The 
Mescalero Apaches, 2nd ed. (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1973), 113-17; Keleher, Fabulous 
Frontier, 38-39; Paige W. Christiansen, "The 
Quest for Water in New Mexico," Technical 
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Department of Humanities, New Mexico Institute 
of Mining and Technology, August 1973, 21; Mario 
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Press, 1981), 112. 

6. Sonnichsen, Mescalero Apaches, 113-17; 
Christiansen, "The Quest for Water," 21. For a good 
description of the military campaign to subdue the 
Navajo and their centuries-long raiding forays into 
Pueblo, and later, Spanish New Mexico, as well 
as the questionable logic of the Bosque Redondo 
experiment and the contradictions within the char­
acter of Kit Carson, see Hampton Sides, Blood and 
Thunder: An Epic of the American West (New York: 
Doubleday, 2006). 
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of the Interior, U.S. Geological Survey, 22, 24, 
Record Group 115, Bureau of Reclamation, Box 
443, File 651, Entry 3, National Archives, Rocky 
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Tarr Report). 

8. The homestead movement took farmers to 
places in Texas where only cattlemen had been. 
Cattlemen began looking west for rangeland. 
Larson, Forgotten Frontier, 27. 

9. Goodnight, who owed much of his success to 
feeding Indians, shared the Indians' dislike for the 
waters of the Pecos. One of the most dangerous and 
celebrated junctions of the river was at Horsehead 
Crossing in Texas. The crossing gained its name and 
reputation because horses drowned in the rushing 
water or drank the brine and died. Indians found 
targets for attack in unwary travelers at Horsehead 
and many other crossings up and down the Pecos. 
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Goodnight's partner Oliver Loving found himself 
holed up just south of present-day Carlsbad in 
a bend of the river, which still bears his name. 
Indians shot Loving in the arm, an injury that later 
cost him his life. Ora Brooks Peake, The Colorado 
Range Cattle Industry (Glendale: Arthur H. Clark 
Company, 1937); For more on the Oliver Loving 
incident, see J. Evetts Haley, Charles Goodnight, 
Cowboy and Plainsman (New York: Houghton­
Mifflin Company, 1936), and Charles Goodnight, 
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10. The Las Vegas Gazette on November 25, 1875, 
described Chisum's ranch as stretching one hundred 
miles, from near Fort Sumner to Seven Rivers. The 
ranch reached "as far as a man can travel, on a good 
horse, during a summer." 

11. John Simpson Chisum was born August 15, 
1824, in Hardeman County, Tennessee. The family 
moved to Texas in 1837. Chisum became a contrac­
tor and built the first courthouse in Paris, Texas. He 
served as county clerk of Lamar County and in 1854 
started in the cattle business, later herding cattle to 
Concho County. He was one of the first cattlemen 
to herd cattle into New Mexico, selling to govern­
ment contractors at Bosque Grande, thirty miles 
north of Roswell, to feed Indians. Chisum trailed 
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