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Don’t forget the camel train from Fort Lancaster to Fort  
Stockton or the 150th anniversary of Fort Stockton! 
October 10-17th   Be there!!!!! 



 

At Fort Lancaster, take a close look at the construction of the 
adobes and the grout. The “concrete” was made on site in a 
lime kiln just north of the fort, by cooking limestone rock un-
til it became powdered lime. The adobe is chock full of small 
limestone rocks.  



Torres brothers of Fort Stockton 
 
 
“History records the major actors of events, but pays no attention to those who 
hauled the armies’ supplies and grew their food and fodder.” We all know 
about Fort Griffin, Fort Chadbourne, Fort Concho, Fort Lancaster, Fort    
Stockton, and Fort Davis. Folks representing soldiers and families of soldiers 
will be presenting living history at Hogan Park on October 29, 2005, but not 
teamsters that drove the supply wagons, or the farmers that raised the food for 
the soldiers. 
 
Thanks to Clayton Williams Senior in his “Indians and Settlers" and in Carl 
Raht’s "Romance of the Davis Mountains and Big Bend Country”, however, the 
support that one important family from Fort Stockton gave to the soldiers and 
to the settlers of the region can be documented. A great grandniece of Cesario 
later wrote of the family in Southwestern Historical Quarterly.  
 
Cesario, Bernardo, and Juan Torres, originally from near Uvalde, owned land 
near Fort Stockton as early as 1867, when it was reported they owned 4000 
head of livestock, and had built the first acequias (water canals) that distributed 
the water of Comanche Spring to the growing number of farmers. Williams 
mentions that the huge cottonwoods and old adobe houses of the family com-
pound a few miles northeast of the spring were still standing in the late 1970s. 
In passing, I have asked a resident or two of Fort Stockton for information 
about its present condition, but I have not learned how it has fared – maybe a 
reader can help me out! (Nor do I know if any of the descendants of the    
brothers are still in the area, but I would love to hear more stories about the 
family.) 
 
The Torres family began working as freighters for the army at Fort Clark near 
Brackettville in the early 1850s. When Fort Stockton was erected in 1859, the 
brothers were part of the “background,” unnoticed by early chroniclers. With 
the Civil War, the forts of the region were abandoned, after General Sibley’s  
ill-fated invasion of New Mexico. Traffic on the trail to Chihuahua City or El 
Paso ceased, but when the U.S. Army returned in 1867, Cesario Torres was 
listed on a passenger list of a mail coach that arrived at Fort Lancaster a few 
hours after an Indian attack. In 1869 he was listed as a landowner at Fort  
Stockton.  



In the census of 1870 the Torres farms along Comanche Creek were listed. In 
1872 he was a justice of the peace., and from 1876 to 1884 was a county    
commissioner. By 1878 Cesario Torres had a 600-acre farm west of present day 
Iraan (where he had built a dam on the Pecos River and a 14-mile long acequia 
to Camp Melvin to the east), and a 1400-acre farm along Comanche Creek. He 
employed 50 families at the time. The ranch along Comanche Creek became 
known as the 7D ranch. In 1886 Torres sold the ranch. 
 
For all of the development work that the Torres brothers had done along the  
Pecos River they were awarded 37 sections of land where the Pecos River met 
the Rio Grande. Such success did not come without troubles, however, for   
Williams mentions at least 4 Indian raids on their farms from 1872 to 1878, 
with Cesario receiving an arm wound during one. 
 
Such a dry recitation of facts does not give a good sense of what the Torres 
brothers did or what they endured. When they built the rock dam on the Pecos 
River upstream from Camp Melvin, they hauled hundreds of wagonloads of 
rocks from a cliff to the river. To dig acequias in the hard west Texas soils for 
miles and miles is absolutely awe-inspiring. Despite the racism inherent in the 
society of the old west, the Torres brothers became part of the power structure 
of the settlement.  
 
One of my references states that the Torres brothers brought the concept of a 
fandango to west Texas – a secular celebration that was unrelated to the Saints’ 
Days that occur in Catholic communities. It helps me visualize them – strong 
happy men, full of joy and vigor, and tougher than a sunblasted cowhide baking 
in the sun. I salute them – they are heroes to me! 



Tipis, wickiups, chozas, pithouses, and jacales – the primitive architecture 
of West Texas 
 
 
Imagine that you lived in West Texas a long time ago and could not import   
material with which you could build a house. What would you do? What did 
other people do, back in the old days? Many people built dugouts. There are 
five other major forms of early “primitive architecture”; tipis, wickiups, chozas, 
pithouses, and picket houses (jacales.) 
 
Every American knows what a tipi looks like. They varied in size, but all were 
made with hides of buffalo and long straight poles. Comanches, plains 
Apaches, and Kiowas used them in Texas, and further north Cheyenne, Arikara, 
Sioux, Crow, Blackfoot, and Arapaho used tipis. Tipis are wonderful structures, 
as you know if you have ever been in one. On hot days the sides were rolled up 
to allow breezes and on cold nights the walls were lined with buffalo hides and 
a fire burned brightly in the center. During the day the sun makes the interior 
glow warmly. Before the Indians of the Great Plains had horses, tipis were 
transported from place to place by dogs hauling travois. After the late 1600s 
when horses became commonly used, the above mentioned tribes were able to 
construct even larger tipis.  
 
Lipan and Mescalero Apaches that visited the Llano Estacado often used tipis, 
but they also built wickiups. Ethnologist Morris Opler wrote of the Apache 
construction. “They were approximately seven feet high at the center and ap-
proximately eight feet in diameter. To build one, long fresh poles of oak or   
willow are driven into the ground or placed in holes made with a digging stick. 
These poles, which form the framework, are arranged at one-foot intervals and 
are bound together at the top with yucca-leaf strands. Over them a thatching of 
bundles of bluestem grass or bear grass (nolina) is tied, shingle style, with 
yucca strings. A smoke hole opens above a central fireplace. A hide, suspended 
at the entrance, is fixed on a cross-beam so that it may be swung forward or 
backward. The doorway may face in any direction. For waterproofing, pieces of 
hide are thrown over the outer hatching, and in rainy weather, if a fire is not 
needed, even the smoke hole is covered. In warm, dry weather much of the 
outer roofing is stripped off. It takes approximately three days to erect a sturdy 
dwelling of this type.”  



Chozas (meaning hut or shack in Spanish) are rock walled houses. I learned the 
term in the Guadalupe Mountains when I hiked to a place named Choza Spring. 
Its meaning as a rock house seems to be only known along the Pecos River and 
its use there might date back to the Pine Springs stagestop built in the 1850s. If 
the word “choza” is googled, most of the return hits are advertising restaurants 
from New York City to Peru. 
 
Chozas were often partally sunken into the ground, and often had two rooms 
separated by a “breezeway.” Choza roofs usually had juniper trunks laid side 
beside and then chinked with gravel and clay. The hermit of Lea County, Harry 
Robinson, lived in a choza on the very western edge of the Llano Estacado (the 
Mescalero Escarpment.) Ex-buffalo hunter George Causey built many chozas 
in Lea County as well, where he also hand-dug water wells and then sold such 
“improvements” to the first ranchers of the region.  
 
An antecedent of the choza is the pithouse. Pithouses have not been built in the 
region since the 1200s. Amateur and professional archaeologists have found 
pithouses in scattered locations on the western Llano Estacado and along the 
Mescalero Escarpment and in other locations of the arid Southwest. Pithouses 
are the earliest form of “Pueblo” architecture. Usually pottery and evidence of 
some farming is found with pithouses. Pithouses were built by digging down 6" 
to 18." The sunken floor moderated both winter and summer temperatures. In 
addition, adobe walls gather heat during the day and release it when tempera-
tures drop. The earliest pithouses were round, varying in size between nine and 
twenty-five feet in diameter. But by AD 700, pithouse designs became squares, 
rectangles and shapes similar to the letter D. 
 
A centralized hearth warmed these homes, while a fire pit with an air deflector, 
and side vents and a hole in the roof provided fresh air and evacuated smoke. 
Interior space was often loosely divided into two rooms, one for storage, the 
other as living quarters. Many pithouses included an antechamber containing 
storage bins. Pithouse construction was usually based on four corner posts    
positioned upright in the pit joined by horizontal beams and crossed with     
ceiling joists. The interior sides of the pit were plastered with clay or lined with 
stone — either large slabs wedged upright in the soil or courses of smaller 
stones. The exterior of the pithouse was formed of branches, packed tree bark, 
or brush and grass. A thick layer of mud on the outside of the roof and walls 
protected the shelter from the weather.  



Pickethouses, or jacales (as they are known along the Rio Grande and further 
south) were constructed like the above ground part of a pithouse. The National 
Ranching Heritage Center in Lubbock has a superb example of a pickethouse 
made of sotol stalks on their grounds. Pickethouses were very common along 
the frontier of 1860s Texas along a line stretching from Albany to Ozona.  
 
Two large center posts with forks at the top supported the roof. A long ridge-
pole extended from the fork of one vertical post across the length of the jacal to 
the post at the other end. For the first layer of the roof, the builders found me-
dium-thick logs and notched them to tie them to the ridgepole. After that, 
smaller-diameter logs were laid crosswise to form the roof.  
 
Then strips of yucca leaves were tied together to make thatching to cover the 
roof. The strips of yucca leaves were tied to each other with a special knot that 
tightened when pulled. After the yucca leaves were in place, the homebuilder 
piled another layer of even thinner branches over them. Then the thatched roof 
was covered with bundles of grass tied together with thin strips of yucca leaves. 
The bundles were first laid at the bottom of the roof, working toward the top. 
After thatching to the top, bundles were laid lengthwise along the ridgepole to 
seal the roof crest. The roofs still had to be repaired and replaced often. At 
night log doors were lifted and put in place to keep out snakes and the small 
animals that foraged at night.  
 
Humans are wonderfully creative and adaptive. I admire the past residents of 
our bioregional homeland that took the materials at hand and provided their 
families protection from the elements and rabid animals.  



Bombing ranges in west Texas in World War II 
 
The Commemorative Air Force Museum mission reads in part “To establish an 
organization having the dedication, enthusiasm and esprit de corps necessary 
to operate, maintain and preserve these (World War II) aircraft as symbols of 
our American military aviation heritage.” During World War II 40 airfields 
were used as training facilities in Texas.  
 
I can think of twelve that were within 150 miles of Midland – at Big Spring, 
Sweetwater, Abilene, Lubbock, Midland, Clovis, Hobbs, Ft. Stockton, San An-
gelo, Pyote, Pecos, and Ballinger. The region was much less populated then, 
and although the oil industry had established strong beginnings, the towns were 
still based on the ranching and farming industries.  
 
Some ranchers sacrificed land. The government needed places for bombing 
ranges, and as I have been told by more than one elderly landowner, claimed 
the use of the land by eminent domain. “We need “x” number of sections of 
your land. Everybody must contribute to the war effort. Thank you for being a 
loyal citizen, and oh, by the way, you can no longer go on that land at anytime, 
because we are not telling anybody when the training missions occur. If a plane 
crashes, do not go near it, or you will be arrested.”  
 
The ranchers were good citizens, indeed. And like so many folks at the time, 
they opened up their homes to the young men from all over the nation, giving 
them home cooked meals, and allowing them to hunt on their land.  
 
As I am prone to do, I like to imagine what it must have been like, so one day, 
when returning from a presentation at a nearby town, I stopped on the side of 
the road next to some property I had been told had been used as a bombing 
range and imagined the following scene. 
 
“Momma, my pony ran under a hackberry and I was knocked off. Ralphie ran 
away, and would not let me catch him. I followed him, and he went towards the 
cedar ridge where the planes come. And Momma, Ralphie got through the 
fence where the flood from the big rain last week washed out the fence posts. 
He’s gonna get killed momma, I just know it.”  



“Baby girl, I hear planes coming now. We can’t go catch him now. Maybe 
when the bombs fall he’ll run back across the fence.” The momma turned back 
to her wood stove, fixing supper for the dozen cowboys that would be in at  
sundown. “Haul me some firewood – working will keep your mind off of    
Ralphie.” 
 
The little girl trudged out to the woodshed and filled up a wheelbarrow full of 
mesquite roots. When she started back to the house she stopped to watch the 
planes. As the last one of the flight finished its run and began to curve around 
to head back to the base near the town 30 miles away, it suddenly lost power 
and smoke came from an engine. She watched, horrified, as it plummeted      
toward the ground. It hit the ground, over the crest of the ridge, and she heard 
an explosion. “Momma! Momma! A plane just crashed!”  
 
The mother came to the door. “Those poor boys. Did you see any parachutes?” 
The little girl shook her head. “Here comes your poppa, coming back from 
town. I hope he was able to get everything on the shopping list, and I hope he 
got a   decent price for the cows he hauled to the auction barn. Go meet him, 
maybe he got you some candy as a treat. Tell him about Ralphie, too.” 
 
The little girl ran to meet the truck. “I had three flats on the way home, girl. 
Look at this tire – three times the rocks on the road poked holes in it. Maybe I 
won’t have to go to town until I get issued another ration card for another tire. I 
may have to take poppa’s old wagon, if I have to go, and that would take three 
days for the round trip.”  
 
The little girl made sure he was through talking and then excitedly told him 
about Ralphie and the plane crash. “I’ll saddle up one of the horses in the corral 
and go see if I can whistle up Ralphie.” The two carried in the boxes of cans 
and the big sacks of beans and flour. “Momma can sew you some new winter 
underwear out this sack – it must have just come from the factory, ‘cause it’s in 
real good shape. Won’t that be nice and warm when the northers blow?”  



On the way to the corral, the father stopped at the two-holer outhouse for a few 
minutes. When he rode away, the momma stepped back to the door and stood 
with the little girl and they watched him go. They both watched for the five 
minutes it took for him to ride out of sight. She tousled the little girl’s head and 
said to herself, “I know he’ll go catch that pony, and I know he’ll take a look at 
that wreck. I hope he comes back before the soldiers from the base arrive to 
take care of the bodies. At least the planes won’t be back. ” She picked up the 
little girl and hugged her tight. Hugging the little girl made her believe  
everything would be all right and nothing more that was bad would happen, 
that day.  

Fort Lancaster ruins, before brush removal. 



 
 
How many folks have this snail? It always has a broken top. A European      
species it was first discovered in West Texas in the 1870’s at Fort Concho, after 
somehow traveling with people on covered wagons to the region. Is it only 
found in town, or is it on ranches in the region? Has anyone ever seen it a long 
distance from any human habitation?  Part of our history is the constant  
Introduction of exotic plants and animals to the region. Some are innocuous, 
like the snail, while others, like salt cedar, cause great changes in the landscape. 
 
 



Feral hogs are another introduced species that can wreak havoc on the        
landscape. Many early settlers brought hogs and turned them out, but after 
twenty or thirty years, the local ranchers usually eliminated them. In the 1970’s 
feral hogs again began appearing in West Texas, and by 2000 had become a 
problem in many parts of our region.  
 
Some folks purposefully introduced them for hunting, but the hogs seems to 
have spread on their own from other regions. A sow can have litters as large as 
11 piglets, and can reproduce twice a year, so the populations have skyrocketed 
in the last 20 years.  
 
Some folks are wishing for the screwworm fly again! (Just to reduce the    
numbers of feral hogs!) It may be that our eradication of screwworm flies was a 
tipping point that allowed the feral hogs to proliferate the last 30 years. 



Please send material in for  
inclusion in the newsletter. 
Scan old photographs and 
write a few paragraphs. Take a 
photo of an historical building 
and write a few paragraphs. 
Scan a few pages of an early 
settler’s diary. There are so 
many ways to contribute! It 
won’t take long! Just do it! 


