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GHAPTER I 

BACKGROUND

A glance at an officially prepared map of El Paso County, 
Texas discloses that the greater portion of the fertile valley 
lands on the north side of the Rio Grande River consist of 
large land grants. These grants, seven In number, include 
the Canutillo Grant, the Ponce de Leon Grant, the Ysleta 
Town Tract, the Inhabitants of Ysleta or Cenicu Grant, the 
Pueblo of Socorro Grant, the Inhabitants of San Elisario 
Grant, and the Ascarate Grant. The histories of all these 
grants are fascinating and closely related, but the one of 
particular interest is that of the Ascarate Grant.

The history of the El Paso area actually begins with 
the foundation of the Church, Nusstra Senora de Guadalupe, 
by Pray Garcia de San Francisco y Zuniga on the 6th of Decem­
ber, 16£9, but for many years El Paso del Norte had been an 
oasis for the continuous flow of traffic that traversed El 
Gamino Real, the long, weary 2000 mil© stretch from Mexico 
City to Santa Fe. Those traveling through El Paso del Norte 
via El Camino Real found an arid, mountainous region situated 
in the eastern foothills of the Rockies. The barren mountains 
lacked continuity and exhibited many sharp, rugged, Irregular
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m

forms of relief. The Rio Grande having cut a gorge through 
the Franklin Mountains formed a natural gateway through the 
Continental Divide. The El Paso Valley was below the Pass 
and the Mesilla Valley above. Back from the valleys were 
gentle, rolling, flat table or mesa lands. Sloping gradu- 

P ally from the mesa down to the valley floor was* a margin of jf ■ desert vegetation furnishing a limited amount of range pas- 
ture land for cattle and goats. Numerous arroyos, usually

v| dry, but flowing in torrents after the heavy summer rains,■tl
H ran down from the mountains and mesas and across the bench 

lands. Desert conditions prevailed over the greater part of 
the El Paso District, which occupied the central portion of 
the Mexican Highlands. The climate of this area was char­
acterized by low precipitation, high temperature, and occa­
sional "sand storms" blowing from the south or southwest.

On August 13, 1680, the Pueblo Indians, under the lead­
ership of Pope, a San Juan Indian, rebelled against the cruel 
and intolerant treatment of the Spaniards and drove the colo­
nists from New Mexico. Governor Antonio de Otermin, priests, 
and settlers all along the Rio Grande Valley fled south to 
safety and shelter offered by the Mission of Guadalupe at El 
Paso del Norte. Here Governor Otermin made his stand after 
he established El Paso as his presidio, capital, and military 
base for the reconquest of New Mexico.^
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5

Hubert Howe Bancroft, History or Arizona and 
Hew Mexico, 1530-1888» pages 17ip*lo3.

In 1682 Governor Otermin established San Lorenzo Tor 
the Spaniards and Zumas Indians twelve leagues below the 
original settlement of El Paso del Horte, He then proceeded 
to alleviate the crowded conditions and scarcity of food 
supplies by founding the three new Mission pueblos of Cenecu, 
Socorro5 and Isleta for the native refugees that had 
accompanied him from the north in 1680* Ceneeu was estab­
lished for the Piros and Tampiro Indians two leagues east of 
El Paso in 1682. In the same year Ysleta was founded for 
the TIgua Indians tv/o leagues beyond Cenecu. In I6 8 3 Socorro 
was founded for the Piros and Zumas Indians a league east of 
Ysleta.^

C. E. Castaneda, Our Catholic Heritage in Texas, pages 2 6 2-2 6I4.J also Cleve Halienbeck, Land of the 
Gonquis tad ores ■> page 168; also Anne E. Hughes, The 
Beginning of Spanish Settlement in El Paso PlstrTct, 
pages 3 2 2-3 2 3 .

Don Domingo Jironza Petriz de Cruzate, who succeeded 
Governor Otermin, established the presidio Senora del Pilar y 
Glorioso Senor San Jose (San Elizario) in 1683 > after search­
ing both banks of the Rio Grande. The presidio was later
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7
moved to El Paso to provide better protection for the sur­
rounding missions against the hostile Indians.^

L-lj

C. E. Castaneda, Our Catholic Heritage in Texas, I, 
page 261}..

Pray Nicolas Lopez, who came with Cruzate, established 
missions at Socorro for the Piros Indians; San Francisco for 
the Zumas Indians; Sacramento for the Tiguas; San Antonio da 
Zenecu for the Piros and Tampiros Indians; Santa Gertrudis 
for the Suma3 Indians; Soledad for the Xanos Indians; and 
San Lorenzo Real and Villa Jurada, San Pedro Alcantara, San 
Jose, and El Pueblo Viejo de la Ysleta for the Spanish*^-

Alfred Barnaby Thomas, Forgotten Frontiers, 
pages 108-109.

There was a great deal of unrest and discontentment 
among the Indians up and down the Rio Grande which was large­
ly caused by the prosecution of their religious beliefs. 
Cruzate had to continually suppress revolts. Ending a decade
of resistance, peace was restored to New Mexico by Don Diego

dde Vargas Zapata Lujan Ponce de Leon in 1693.

Ralph Emerson Twitchell, The Leading Facts of 
New Mexican History. Vol. 1, pages 385-392.
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Between 1693 and 1807, the El Paso District was not 
often mentioned. The presidio of* San Ellz&rio and the pueblo 
of El Paso and its surrounding settlements of Socorro, Ysleta, 
Cenecu, and San Lorenzo were slowly increasing in population. 
The people, Spaniards and Indians, were engaged in cultivating 
and irrigating the soil by constructing dams and acequias, 
raising crops, ranching, making pottery, weaving, and fight­
ing the incessantly hostile -Apaches, who roamed the surround­
ing plains and mountains. Freight caravans continuously 
rolled up and down the Camino Real. El Camino Real followed 
the Rio Grande from the settlements of northern New Mexico to 
the northern end of the Jornado del Muerto, crossed that 
waterless plain, struck the river again at the southern end 
of said desert and ran along its eastern bank to Paso del 
Norte where it crossed the river. From El Paso the road tra­
versed the arid plains of Northern Chihuahua to Carrizal and 
from there it continued southwardly to Chihuahua .and Mexico 
City.

Although the El Paso District had been first occupied 
by the Spanish during the last half of the Seventeenth Cen­
tury, at the opening of the Nineteenth Century it had a sparse 
population of Mexicans and Indians living in an isolated group 
of flourishing villages situated on the left bank of the Rio 
Grande River in the El Paso Valley, This area so remote and
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9

obscure a century ago was destined, because of its strategic
location with regard to the lines of communication and its
mild climate and fertile soil, to become and important center
of trade. The advantages for trade and transportation are
due to the Pass of the North, where all the routes north
and south, east and west converge at the most practicable
passage through the Continental Divide. Vehicular traffic
caii cross the long north-south Sierra Oscurra Chain in three
places within the El Paso Region: In the Organ Mountains,
about twenty miles northeast of Las Cruces, at San Augustine
Pass, but the grade is too steep for heavy motor traffic; at
the gap between the Oregon and Franklin Mountains), about
eighteen miles north of El Paso, but the lack of water and
deep sand makes crossing at this point difficult; and El Paso
del Norte at El Paso, which is the only practicable year-

£round pass through the Rocky Mountains,

6William Cambell Binkley, The Expansionist 
Movement in Texas, page 216.

Lieutenant Zebulon M. Pike, the first American in the 
District to write an account of his adventures, reached El 
Paso on March 21, 1807, as he was forcefully being taken to 
Mexico from Santa Fê  after being found on Spanish soil. Pike 
describes El Paso as Hby far the most flourishing town we
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have been in”. During his brief stay in El Paso, he resided 
with Don Francisco Garcia, a merchant and planter who possess* 
sd 20*000 sheep and 1,000 cows in the vicinity of the town.*^

fZ* M. Pike, Exploratory Travels Through the Western Territories of North America, pages 2bj?~286

Pike states that freighting over the route from Santa Fe to 
Mexico City via the Pass was already a flourishing business. 
Such a journey was made by mule train and consumed five 
months for a round trip. Thirty thousand sheep, tobacco, 
dressed deer, furs, buffalo robes, salt, and wrought copper 
vessels of a superior quality were exported from New Mexico 
annually. Imports were dry goods, confections, arms, ammunl-

Qtion, iron, steel and choice European wines and liquors.

8L. B. Prince, A Concise History of New Mexico, 
page 1 4£.

Pertaining to irrigation, Pike stated that five miles 
above Paso del Norte there was a bridge over the River "where 
the road passes to the west side of the river, and starting 
a;; this point there is a large canal that takes out an ample 
supply of water for the purposes of cultivation, which is 
carried on here in as great perfection as at any I visited in 
the province”. There was a wall on both sides to protect
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the canal from the animals* When the aeequia came to the 
village * the water was distributed in such a manner that each 
person had his field watered in succession. Pike further 
states that at El Paso there t?ere nas finely cultivated fields 
of wheat and other small grain as I ever saw, and also numer­
ous vineyards from which were produced the finest wine ever

9drank in the country.11

2. M. Pike, Exploratory Travels Through the 
Western Territories of Forth America, pages 33U-~^36

When Mexico became an Independent government in 1021, 
the Santa Pe foreign trade became more legitimate and free. 
Upon gaining their independence from Spain, the Mexicans not 
wan ting any remembrances of the King, changed the name of 
the trail from El Camino Real (The King’s Highway) to the 
Santa Pe or Chihuahua trail. El Paso del Norte, an oasis in 
the desert, was an important stopping place for all traffic 
between the north and south. It was considered one of the 
four centers of trade between New Mexico and Old Mexico.

10J. M. Prank, History of the Southwest, page 62,

James 0. Pat tie, an American who visited El Paso in 
1826 wrote:
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I know not whether to call Passo del Norte a 
settlement or a town* It is in fact a kind of con­
tinuous village, extending eight miles on the river, 
Fronting this large group of houses is a nursery of 
the fruit trees of almost all countries and climes*
It has a length of eight miles and a breadth of nearly 
three* I was struck with the magnificent vineyards of 
this place, from which are made great quantities of 
delicious wine. The wneat fields were equally beauti­
ful, and the wheat of a kind I never saw before, the 
plants generally yielding two stalks each. The land 
is exceedingly high and its fertility Increased by
irrigation.^

laSil
1k .  G. Twaites, Early Western Travels3 l?k8- 

l8k6 ; "The Personal Narrative of fame's" 0,’ Pat tie,"" 
pages l5h end 15>6 *

Pattie further states that hunting and trapping of gray 
bears, deer, beaver, and other* wild animal could be had only
a short distance from the settlement of Paso del Norte, 12

12Ibid., pages 1S>6 and 157•

Such was the early background of the El Faso Valley.
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CHAPTER II

SPANISH AMD MEXICAN SYSTEM OP LAND GRANTS

Technically5 every title to land is said to emanate 
from the sovereign of the soil. "When a sovereign makes a 
valid land grant, a succeeding sovereign will generally com­
ply with the i>rinciples of international law and recognize 
the grantee’s title in the land. Such has been the policy 
of the succeeding sovereigns to the El Paso area desp5.te the 
numerous changes of rulers, except that the equitable inter­
ests of Indian tribes originally in possession of the land 
under a form of civilization have not been recognized as 
conferring upon them any sovereign land rights,^" The El

1Carroll G. Patton, Land Titles, Section 1^1

Paso District, for all practical purposes, may be considered 
as a part of the Province of New Mexico, belonging to New 
Spain from 1691 to 1822. During this period the government 
was administered by Spanish Viceroys. The various Mexican 

HH Provinces, called territories, were governed by local offi­
cials, called jefe politicos, who derived their power remote­
ly from the Crown. The cities or pueblos were governed by

■r
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