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Foreword 

Over the past few years, attempts in producing an Administrative History for Fort 
Davis National Historic Site were inconclusive. That changed when I met Dr. Michael 
Welsh while in attendance at the 60th anniversary observance in August 1993 of White 
Sands National Monument. At the time, Dr. Welsh was finishing a similar volume for 
White Sands, and delivered the keynote address at the 60th anniversary ceremonies. Dr. 
Welsh impressed me with his grasp of the White Sands history, and I decided that he was 
the person needed to pull together the story of Fort Davis. Fortunately for Fort Davis, 
we were able to award him a contract to prepare the park's administrative history that 
follows. 

The park's purpose in conducting this study was to tell the origins and 
development of Fort Davis National Historic Site from the time of its abandonment by 
the U.S. Army in 1891 until the present time. This study helps explain the reasons 
driving management decisions affecting the park under National Park Service (NPS) 
administration. It also places Fort Davis within the larger context of the community of 
Fort Davis, the Trans-Pecos region of West Texas, and relates the park to larger social, 
economic, and political issues of the United States. 

In this study, Dr. Welsh captured the flavor of everything we wanted and desired 
as he moved through the chapters of time. The frank, personal interviews with those 
involved in the establishment, restoration, and preservation of the historic resources of 
Fort Davis have created a picture and dimension of the park that has not been seen in 
print. The extra research trips to Washington, DC, Fort Worth, Texas, and Denver, 
Colorado (not including the numerous visits to the park itself), allowed Michael to 
identify the story that made Fort Davis so special. 

While Dr. Welsh had not visited this part of West Texas prior to initiating this 
contract, his wife's family has deep roots in the Davis Mountains and Permian Basin. 
I feel that the stories told to him by his wife, Cynthia, about her childhood memories of 
the area inspired Michael to a higher level. And, as Michael soon discovered, Fort 
Davis is indeed a very special place. If he teaches with the same degree of enthusiasm 
as he conducts research, his students are fortunate to have someone so excited about 
history. Dr. Welsh's study reflects his understanding of NPS operations and management 
goals, which must be balanced according to the fluctuating political mandates and 
regional values. In addition, his exhaustive research and synthesis of information gleaned 
from thousands of pages of reports and documents will help the park staff focus on 
present and future management decisions while providing an understanding of how the 
park became the place that it is. 

On behalf of the park staff, I would like to extend our thanks to Dr. Welsh for 
his enthusiasm and desire to tell the Fort Davis National Historic Site story. 

Jerry Yarbrough 
Superintendent 
January 1996 
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Figure 1. Historic Photograph Looking South with Chapel to the left of Flagstaff (c. 1886). 
Courtesy of Fort Davis NHS. 
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VISITATION STATISTICS 
FORT DAVIS NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE 

1963-1995 

Year 

1963 
1964 
1965 
1966 
1967 
1968 
1969 
1970 
1971 
1972 
1973 
1974 
1975 
1976 
1977 

1978 
1979 

Total 

64,321 
86,565 
107,866 
135,769 
127,647 
123,509 
98,937 
100,070 
84,175 
79,839 
58,315 
53,029 
67,104 
63,514 
70,018 
68,388 
72,762 

Year 

1980 
1981 
1982 
1983 
1984 
1985 
1986* 
1987 
1988 
1989 
1990 
1991 
1992 
1993 
1994 
1995 

Total 

63,569 
71,351 
75,056 
71,424 
69,246 
68,480 
63,996 
52,297 
54,775 
55,098 
56,619 
67,028 
73,659 
71,699 
69,676 
61,324 

•Beginning in 1986, Fort Davis changed its method of recording visitors to the park from 
a traffic counter to counting visitors in the visitor center. 

Figure 3. Visitation Data for Fort Davis (1963-1995). Courtesy Fort Davis NHS. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Fort Davis and the Western Story 

Standing on the parade ground of old Fort Davis, high in the Davis Mountains 
of far west Texas, one sees much more than the strikingly beautiful landscape of Limpia 
Canyon. Heralded in song and legend, the plains and mountains of west Texas (known 
as the Trans-Pecos region) have witnessed not only the unfolding of the saga of the 
American frontier. They also are home to the story of the American experience, from 
its precontact cultures down to the late-twentieth century. As the steward of Fort Davis 
National Historic Site, the National Park Service engages constantly in the discussion of 
the meaning of the far western frontier. In addition, its staff, volunteers, and Friends 
group must preserve a highly valuable architectural and historic resource to meet the 
needs of visitors seeking an accurate portrayal of what is often described as the "best 
example of the frontier military in the Southwest." 

The competing forces of history and myth that suffuse the story of Fort Davis 
begin with the construction of the post itself, built in the heady days of the westward 
surge following the War with Mexico and the "rush" to the California gold fields. From 
the earliest encampment of American soldiers in 1854, to the re-establishment of the 
Army post after the Civil War (1867), to the abandonment of Fort Davis in 1891, the 
Davis Mountains hosted units of the Indian-fighting forces that would be enshrined in 
popular culture throughout the twentieth century. Yet few visitors come away from the 
site knowing the full impact of the ecological and human experience that marked life at 
Fort Davis, or of the actions taken by their public servants to guarantee to future 
generations access to the national treasure that the U.S. Congress in 1961 entrusted to 
the park service. 

If one walked the 460-acre post with a history text in one's hand, one would 
recognize no less a spectacle than that offered by the beauty of the red cliffs and the 
green valley of the Limpia. Fort Davis included all the topics that have come in recent 
years to constitute the "new western" history: issues of race, class, gender, power, and 
environment. These concepts, studied for the first time in the revisionist era of the 1960s 
and 1970s, held that the "nation-building" story that for decades had explained the spread 
of American civilization across the continent had ignored or deemphasized problems 
caused by urbanization, modernization, and improvement of the American standard of 
living. For the past two decades and more the scholarly revision of the westward 
movement crafted a tale that would challenge prevailing assumptions of the western 
military and subsequent settlement. Yet the real life of the fort, as chronicled so well 
by park service historian Robert M. Utley, and later Robert Wooster, would one day 
emerge from the mists of the past to broaden the Fort Davis story. It would also provide 
the park service with one of its first opportunities at the end of the twentieth century to 



2 Fort Davis and the Western Story 

fashion a narrative of achievement and conflict that the actual inhabitants of the fort, 
town, and mountainous region might recognize, were they to return to the post today.1 

Historians of the arid West have noted the extremes of environment that 
differentiate the Davis Mountains region from the source of most of the westward 
movement's population: the humid climate of the eastern United States. At almost 5,000 
feet in altitude, Fort Davis shares an ecology more akin to its western neighbors of New 
Mexico and Arizona, and its southern neighbor of Mexico, than it does the state in which 
it resides. Where east Texas boasts abundant rainfall (the city of Dallas has nearly as 
much annual moisture as "rainy" Seattle, Washington), which permits agriculture and 
urbanization on a large scale, the Davis Mountains receive only enough rain in good 
years to support cattle ranching and small-scale irrigated farming. Distance, isolation, 
aridity, and altitude have influenced all cultures that have crossed the Trans-Pecos, from 
the earliest precontact societies of 9000 BC to the contemporary tourists and urban 
expatriates who flock to Fort Davis for its cool summers and mild winters. Limpia 
Creek, which in Spanish means "clear," cuts through the mountains on its journey to the 
Pecos River basin below on lands that Spanish explorers crossed in search of gold and 
ancient civilizations. 

Native cultures found in the Davis Mountains what still endures today: game, 
wood, water, and temperate weather. Migration from the settled communities to the 
northwest (the New Mexican village-dwellers whom the Spanish generically referred to 
as the "Pueblos") had reached the Trans-Pecos about a century before Coronado, but left 
no permanent mark on the region. More prominent were the nomadic peoples known 
as the "Jumanos," whom the first Spanish observed traveling through the mountain 
corridors on their journeys into modern-day Mexico. By 1900, the Jumanos had been 
assimilated into Mexican society. The Spanish also found bands of people whom they 
called "Apaches." Because of their ability to survive and prosper over a vast stretch of 
desert, canyon, and mountain terrain, the Spanish called the area "El Gran Apacheria," 
reaching from Austin on the east to Tucson on the west, and from Wichita on the north 
to Chihuahua on the south. 

Of these bands, whose own names for themselves translated to "human beings" 
or more simply "the people," the Spanish recognized one group as frequenting the area 
most often; the Mescalero Apache. Named for the mescal or "agave" plant whose buds 
gave them energy to survive in the desert, the Mescaleros considered as their homelands 
an area from southern New Mexico (modern-day Ruidoso in the Sierra Blanca) to the 
Pecos valley of Texas, and south hundreds of miles into central Mexico. Their cousins, 
the Lipan Apaches of south Texas, also passed through the Davis Mountains, as would 
the most feared warriors of the southern Plains, the Comanches (whose name derived 
from the Ute word for "enemies"). It was no coincidence that so many groups with 
aggressive tendencies traversed the region, given the harshness of the landscape for 
people with limited technology and resources. Antonio de Espejo, the first Spanish 
explorer to walk through Limpia Canyon (1582-83), noted the difficulty of conquest 

'Unless otherwise cited, information in this chapter is taken from Robert Wooster, History of Fort 
Davis, Texas (Santa Fe, NM: National Park Service, 1990). 
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awaiting Spain if it wished to recreate in far west Texas its successes of Mexico and 
Peru. Thus it was no surprise that the first permanent Spanish settlement of the 
Southwest, the New Mexico-bound party under Don Juan de Onate, followed not 
Espejo's route north along the Rio Concho and Pecos River, but the more westerly Rio 
Grande in 1598 to the northern Pueblo communities near modern-day Santa Fe. 

The story of the Spanish Southwest has been analyzed at great length, first with 
the "Borderlands" scholarship of Herbert Bolton in the 1920s and 1930s, and later with 
the "Chicano school" of the 1960s and 1970s. Each disagreed with the other's 
assumptions about the merits of Spanish intrusion north from Mexico; the Borderlands 
interpretation heralding the glamour of the conquistadors, while the Chicanos decried the 
elitism and violence of the soldiers, settlers, and priests. For west Texas, however, the 
story was more complex. No major Spanish communities were founded along the lower 
Rio Grande, nor were Catholic priests any more successful with proselytizing at their 
missions. Not until 1760 (some six generations after Onate's journey) did the Spanish 
appear south of modern-day Fort Davis to erect El Presidio del Norte (the present-day 
border town of Presidio) to protect the Guadalupe mission. Thus the Trans-Pecos region 
knew little of the struggles that shaped the history of New Mexico and California, where 
Spaniard and Native fought and accommodated each other's presence, and where both 
groups created the tragic legacy of victimization and the birth of "La Raza," the "new 
race" of mixed people that emanated from three centuries of Spanish-Indian interaction. 

Upon the eviction in 1821 of the Spanish royal government from Mexico and the 
Southwest, the new leadership of the Republic of Mexico assumed control of the 
Trans-Pecos region. They could not, in their single generation of management of the 
Southwest, overcome the challenges of environment and ethnicity that had stymied 
Spanish royal officials. Mexico, with little money and less experience, could not carve 
out of the region a permanent presence to avail itself of the resources awaiting the next 
conqueror, the young United States of America. In 1830, Lieutenant Colonel Jose 
Ronquillo did petition Mexican authorities for the grant of a 2,345-square mile section 
of the Trans-Pecos that included the Davis Mountains and the future Fort Davis. But the 
impending crisis to the east, known as the Texas Revolution, drew the attention of 
Mexican leaders like President Antonio Lopez de Santa Ana away towards San Antonio. 
From the loss of the Alamo in 1836 to the declaration of Texas independence (1836), 
Mexico had little time to contemplate the uses of the Davis Mountains, leaving the area 
for the Americans to conquer and develop in the 1840s and 1850s. 

That experience began within months of the arrival in 1846 of U.S. forces in the 
Southwest under General Stephen Watts Kearny. Kearny focused his attention on the 
annexation of New Mexico and the conquest of California. Following the Mexican 
American War, U.S. officers fanned out across the Southwest to record information for 
future military and civilian use. The U.S. Army, under the command of Captain William 
Randolph Marcy, passed one hundred miles north of the future site of Fort Davis in the 
fall of 1849, along what is today the route of Interstate 20. In March of that year, 
Marcy sent a detachment under the command of Lieutenants William H.C. Whiting and 
William F. "Baldy" Smith to survey West Texas. They followed an old Indian trail 
through a pass which they named "Wild Rose," and Whiting called the stream that 


