INTERMOUNTAIN FIELD AREA
INTERMOUNTAIN CULTURAL RESOURCE CENTER, HISTORY PROGRAM

A SPECIAL PLACE, A SACRED TRUST:
PRESERVING THE FORT DAVIS STORY

ADMINISTRATIVE HISTORY
FORT DAVIS NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE

by
Michael Welsh

Intermountain Cultural Resource Center

Professional Paper No. 58



Cover Photograph: "Fort Davis National Historic Site, Texas"
Courtesy Todd Jagger

Division of History
Intermountain Cultural Resource Center
Intermountain Field Area
National Park Service
Department of the Interior

As the nation’s principal conservation agency, the Department of the Interior has basic
responsibilities to protect and conserve our land and water, energy and minerals, fish and
wildlife, parks and recreation areas, and to ensure the wise use of all these resources. The
Department also has major responsibility for American Indian reservation communities and for
the people who live in island territories under U. S. administration.



A Special Place, A Sacred Trust:
Preserving the Fort Davis Story

Michael Welsh

Intermountain Cultural Resource Center
Professional Paper No. 58

Santa Fe, New Mexico
1996



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Table of Contents . . . ... ... ...ttt ittt ity iii
TSt Of HInlrations. . v s s oo no snsm s umun s mmms sno s nmm pums Ene res \4
Ao edeements  c s u cosm s v E s HEEE P E BB E N R F B N E Y DR BN vii
Foreward . .. ... ... ... ... e ix
Chapter One - Fort Davis and the Western Story . . . ... ... .........o... 1
Chapter Two - Closing a Fort, Preserving a Memory: Private Power and
Public Initiative in Fort Davis, 1890-1941 . ... ............ 11
Chapter Three - The New West Meets the Old: Creating Fort Davis
National Historic Site, 1941-1961 . ................... 53
Chapter Four - Shaping a Visible Past: The Five-Year Plan of
Historic Preservation, 1961-1966 . . . ... ................ 93
Chapter Five - Encounters with the Ghosts of Old Fort Davis:
Interpretation & Resource Management, 1966-1980. . . ... ... 147
Chapter Six - Fort Davis and The Living History Initiative
1966-1980 . . . . . . e e e 193
Chapter Seven - Refining the Message, Defending the Resources:
The Quest for Institutional Support, 1980-1996 . ........... 205
BhUomrmlly « vou unvo vouo svo s Bowes sas s nass BEK - HHa 60 265
Index . . . . . . e e e e e e e 269

iii



Figure 1.
Figure 2.
Figure 3.
Figure 4.
Figure 5.
Figure 6.
Figure 7.

Figure 8.
Figure 9.

Figure 10.
Figure 11.
Figure 12.
Figure 13.
Figure 14.
Figure 15.
Figure 16.
Figure 17.
Figure 18.
Figure 19.
Figure 20.
Figure 21.
Figure 22.
Figure 23.
Figure 24.
Figure 25.
Figure 26.
Figure 27.
Figure 28.
Figure 29.
Figure 30.
Figure 31.
Figure 32.
Figure 33.
Figure 34.
Figure 35.
Figure 36.
Figure 37.
Figure 38.
Figure 39.

List of Illustrations

Page
Historic Photograph Looking South with Chapel (c.1886) . . ... .. xi
Fort Davis Site Map. «» «:« sunasnunsnomensnnrumensn Xiii
Visitiation Data for Fort Davis NHS (1963-1995). ........... XV
Fort D.A. Russell Field Maneuvers (¢.1922). .............. 27
Visitor at Sleeping Lion Overlook (1890s). . . .............. 30
Jack Hoxie and Friends at Fort Davis Movie Set (1930). ....... 33
Abandoned Fort Davis Looking North from
Sleeping Lion Mountain (early 1900s). . ................. 35
Hospital Steward’s Quarters in Ruins (1950s). . . ............ 62
Ruins of Officers’ Row (1950s). . ........ ... ... ... ... 63
Fort Davis Historical Society Centennial Parade (1954). . . ... ... 64
HB 1-2-3 Used as Guest Cottages (1940s). . ............... 65
Ruins of Officers’ Row with Old Sutler’s Store (1950s). ....... 66
Fort Davis Historical Society Museum (1953). ............. 66
Officers’ Row (early 1950s). . ........... ... 67
Ruins of Chapel with HB 15 (1953). ................... 68
Ruins of Officers’ Row (early 1950s). . .. ... ............. 69
Michael Becker and Barry Scobee (1963). ................ 96
HB 2 (Ranger’s Office) with Storm Damage (1963). ......... 102
Front View of HB2 (1963). . . . . . ... ..ottt 102
First Staff Portrait (Bob Dunnagan, et al.) (1963). .......... 104
Michael Becker at HB 30 (Guardhouse) Restoration (1964). . ... 106
Commissary Restoration (1960s). . . . .................. 106
Ruins of HB 21 (Enlisted Men’s Barracks) (1964). .......... 107
HB 9 (Officers’ Quarters) (1964). .................... 107
Scaffolding for Masonry Work on HB 46 (1966). . .. ... ... .. 108
Military Cemetery (1966). . ........................ 108
Construction of Employee Housing Compound (1965). ....... 109
Repointing Stone on Chapel Foundation (1967). . . .......... 109
Chapel Stabilization Work (1968). . ................... 110
Wall Collapsing at HB 27 (Hospital) (1967). . . ... ......... 110
Demolition of Private Museum (1966). ................. 111
Two-Story Officers’ Quarters across Parade Ground (1960s). ... 112
Restoration of Freight Wagon Wheel (1960s). . ............ 113
Excavation of Cistern Behind HB 7 (COQ) (1960s). . ........ 113
Construction of Parking Lot (1965). ................... 118
Completed Parking Lot (1966). . ..................... 119
Crowd in Attendance at Dedication Ceremony (1966). . ... .. .. 141
Lady Bird Johnson at Dedication Ceremony (1966). ......... 145

Richard Razo and other Cooperative Education Students (1971). . . 149



Figure 40.
Figure 41.
Figure 42.
Figure 43.
Figure 44.
Figure 45.
Figure 46.
Figure 47.
Figure 48.
Figure 49.
Figure 50.
Figure 51.
Figure 52.
Figure 53.

Page

Frank Smith and Pablo Bencomo (1968). .. .............. 150
Derek Hambly (1970s). . . . . . ... ..ottt 159
Superintendent Doug McChristian. . . .................. 206
Restored Enlisted Men’s Barracks (late 1980s). . ........... 215
Interior of Restored Enlisted Men’s Barracks (1980). ........ 216
Park Technician William "Bill" Gwaltney (1980s) .......... 220
Pablo Bencomo Retirement Ceremony (1984). . .. .......... 224
Steve Miller at 25th Anniversary Dedication (1986). . ........ 234
1880s Baseball Uniforms (1988). . . ................... 237
Mary Williams and Kevin Cheri (1989). ................ 241
Group Photograph for Garrison Gold Award (1988). . ........ 242
White House Ceremony for Take Pride in America Award (1989). 244
Telephone Pioneers Installing Decking at Barracks (1994). .. ... 258
Pioneers Laying Walkway Structure (1994). ... ........... 259

vi



Acknowledgements

Like so many people who have visited and worked at Fort Davis National Historic
Site, I too came to realize the park’s special qualities of environment and history. I also
recognized the care and attention paid to the natural and cultural resources of Fort Davis
by all who have been fortunate to work there. Thus it is no surprise that the staff and
management of Fort Davis gave generously of their time and expertise. Thanks are
especially in order for Jerry Yarbrough, superintendent at the park who decided that Fort
Davis should have an administrative history prepared. His love of west Texas, and his
commitment to public service, guided the research and writing of this manuscript at
every turn. In like manner, longtime staff members Mary Williams (park ranger),
Susanna Liddell (administrative assistant), and Paula Bates (administrative officer), were
most helpful, as were supervisory ranger Allan Morris, museum curator Elaine Harmon,
and Rito Rivera.

Previous staff members who gave of their time for interviews included Kevin
Cheri, Doug McChristian, Bill Gwaltney, Frank Smith, Michael Becker, John Sutton,
Dale Scheier, Pablo Bencomo, John Mitchell, Ralph Russell, and Erwin Thompson.
Without the commitment and energy of Robert Utley, Fort Davis might not have become
a park, and thanks are in order for his delightful and candid interview. The Friends of
Fort Davis were most helpful, especially Pansy Espy and Malcolm "Bish" Tweedy.
Other community members supportive of the work were Gene Hendryx and Clay Miller.
Regional office staff who assisted immeasurably were Doug Faris, Art Gomez, Joanne
Ortiz, and Stella Moya. Special thanks go to Neil Mangum, Trans-Pecos historian for
the National Park Service, whose idea it was to revive the dormant administrative history
that had been attempted twice before. His knowledge of the park service’s historical
needs, and his love of Fort Davis, made the project all the easier to conduct. It would
not be right to ignore the fine accommodations offered in the town of Fort Davis by the
staff of the Hotel Limpia, whose own history is closely linked to that of the fort and the
national historic site.

Anyone who undertakes historical research of this nature must remember the
contributions of family members, especially when time is limited and distance is far. My
daughter Jacquie admired the park the first time she saw it, and in so doing followed in
the footsteps of her mother, Cindy, whose family has deep roots in far west Texas as
well as property in the Davis Mountains. Cindy’s stories of the beauty and grandeur of
the region (not to mention the cool summer weather) allowed me to appreciate the subtle
attractions of the area, and to make sure that the story of Fort Davis reflects the
impressions of visitors as well as public officials. Her help with the preparation of the
manuscript, in light of the birth of our son Edward during its writing, also is apparent
in the text and production. Fort Davis means as much to families as it does to scholars,
and ours will remember its special character for years to come.

Michael Welsh

Greeley, Colorado
May 1996

vii



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

ix



Figure 1. Historic Photograph Looking South with Chapel to the left of Flagstaff (c. 1886).
Courtesy of Fort Davis NHS.
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Figure 2. Fort Davis Site Map. Courtesy Fort Davis National Historic Site.
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VISITATION STATISTICS
FORT DAVIS NATIONAL HISTORIC SITE

1963-1995

Year Total Year Total

1963 64,321 1980 63,569
1964 86,565 1981 71,351
1965 107,866 1982 75,056
1966 135,769 1983 71,424
1967 127,647 1984 69,246
1968 123,509 1985 68,480
1969 98,937 1986* 63,996
1970 100,070 1987 52,297
1971 84,175 1988 54,775
1972 79,839 1989 55,098
1973 58,315 1990 56,619
1974 53,029 1991 67,028
1975 67,104 1992 73,659
1976 63,514 1993 71,699
1977 70,018 1994 69,676
1978 68,388 1995 61,324

1979 72,762

*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.'

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).






