


BANDIT RAIDS IN THE BIG BEND COUNTRY 
By W. D. SMITHERS 

Before describing Border raids in the Big Bend area and relating the 
heinous acts committed by some of the bandits, the writer would like to 
caution you against concluding that these bandits were typical of the 
Mexican people. It is regrettable that some writers have led their readers 
to believe that Mexicans are an untrustworthy race. Many books about 
the Texas-Mexican War and about the revolutions in Mexico leave this 
unfortunate false impression. This writer has known many Mexicans in 
all walks of life, and on the average has found them to be honorable and 
kindly. In particular, those who lived close to nature were friendly and 
hospitable toward strangers, unselfish toward those in need, loved their 
children, and were devout Christians. The bandits who participated in 
the Border raids described in this article were the Capones and Dillingers 
of Mexico, who, with their henchmen, operated up and down the Rio 
Grande. 

Making a livelihood of ranching along the Border in the early days 
was difficult enough under normal conditions; but to carry on ranching ac
tivities and fight bandits at the same time, during the years 1915 to 1920, 
was at best a precarious situation, and life for the ranchman became mis
erable, if not dangerous. The vast, rough 300-mile stretch known as the 
Big Bend was ideal for raids by Mexican bandits, because they had good 
protection and cover of the high mountains and deep canyons that locked-
in this area from the outside world. There were very few roads leading 
in and out of this wild area, and the bandits were fairly safe on horse
back, since they knew all the trails. 

In the Big Bend area the bandits could cross the Rio Grande at many 
places where it was impossible for the Texas Rangers, mounted Customs 
officers, Immigration River Guards, and the cavalry troops to see them 
cross. Once they were on this side, they woi'ked their way up the canyons 
and draws to the ranch they intended to raid. These bands usually num
bered twenty-five to thirty-five men, and they raided ranches where there 
were seldom more than half a dozen defenders. Occasionally a band would 
consist of fifty to seventy-five bandits. Most ranches along the Border 
were raided at one time or another, but those in the upper western part 
of Presidio County, Texas, suffered the greatest losses in ranch-hands 
killed, and also in horses, cattle, and supplies stolen. 

The Border troubles on the American side of the international boundary 
broke out on a wholesale scale in 1915. However, isolated Border troubles 
in the Big Bend had been recorded earlier. For instance, a Mexican named 
Chico Cano was probably the most notorious and worst-hated bandit in the 
upper part of the Big Bend during early days. He was a bandit leader, 
and operated with his men for at least seven years, from 1913 to 1920. 

Mounted Customs Officer Joe Sitters, and a cattle inspector, Eugene 
Hulen, were slain by Cano's band. On January 23, 1913, Chico and two 
of his men were captured by Customs Officers Sitters, Jack Howard and an 
officer named Harvis, in the mountains on the Texas side, miles away from 
the border. As the prisoners were being taken to headquarters, the main 
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part of Cano's band waylaid the officers, and in the fighting Jack Howard 
was killed; Sitters and Harvis were wounded and Chico Cano escaped. 

On the night of May 23, 1915, Sitters, with rangers Sug Cummings, 
Eugene Hulen and another ranger named Tollinger, and Customs Officer 
Charlie Craighead were camped in the bandit area near Pilares, Presidio 
County, Texas. During the night, some bandits rode near their camp and 
made unnecessary noises that could be heard. At daylight, their trail was 
plain, and, to make it plainer, the bandits had let their ropes drag as they 
rode past the gringos' camp. 

The trail led into a rough canyon that headed out of the mountains. 
The officers' pack mules were concealed near the mouth of the canyon. 
Craighead, Cummings, and Tollinger were told by Sitters to follow the 
trail while he and Hulen worked their way above to try to locate the ban
dits. But all were led into a well-laid trap. The three officers in the can
yon had their horses killed, and they retreated afoot back to the mules. 
Sitters and Hulen were killed. 

The three who escaped the trap rode the pack mules bareback to the 
McGee ranch, from which a note was sent to the John Pool ranch, who 
phoned Custom Inspector R. M. Wadsworth at Marfa. He, with a posse, 
found the terribly mutilated naked bodies of Sitters and Hulen. 

The small American settlements, the ranches, and the mines on the 
Texas side of the Rio Grande were the hardest hit. By 1915, revolutions 
had been going on in Mexico for five years, but during those years the 
bandits generally confined their raids to ranches and mines in Mexico. 
Many of these were owned or controlled by Americans, who suffered heavy 
losses in life and property. 

With little left in Mexico to steal, and with an arrogant contempt for 
the "gringo," bands of revolutionists began making regular raids by 1915 
on the American side. These bands of outlaws caused much trouble along 
the entire Border from Brownsville, Texas, to the Pacific coast. Pancho 
Villa's successful raid on Columbus, New Mexico, on March 9, 1916, was 
made in revenge for the help that the United States had given the Car-
ranza forces that Villa was fighting. Also, Villa needed supplies for 
his army. This raid gave other bandit leaders ideas that they, too, could 
make raids on isolated settlements, ranches, and mines on the American 
side. 

The Big Bend District of Texas was hai-dest hit by both Villa's men 
and by some of the Carranza outlaw soldiers. Many were motley renegade 
bands that had no political affiliation. About the best description that 
can be made of a Mexican is that he was pretty much like outlaws of any 
nationality—he was a heartless criminal who joined the leader that prom
ised the greatest reward; and he was far from being the Robin Hood type 
—he was nothing but a thief and murderer at heart. 

The raids were well planned in advance. Most often, a few Mexicans 
who lived in the settlements on the Texas side furnished the raiders in
formation on the layout of the ranch or the trading posts, and the best 
way to get there. For instance, three days before the Brite Ranch raid, 
which will be described later in this chapter, a young Mexican came to 
the ranch and said that he was to meet a friend from Pecos who was to 
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Travel by automobile is almost impossible in much of the roughlands of the Big Bend. 

Patrolling the rough lands of the Big Bend during the pre-twcnties. 



arrive on the mail stage. He stayed at the bunk house two days, then 
disappeared. The night before the raid, a fire was seen between the ranch 
and the Candelaria Rim toward the Rio Grande. 

Although everything possible was done by the U. S. Cavalry and the 
Texas Rangers to protect ranches from the raiders, the bigness and rough
ness of the country made it favorable for the raiders to operate in. Even 
if there had been twice as many soldiers and Rangers in the Big Bend, 
the raiders still would have slipped across the Border to make their raids. 
Late in 1918, when the Army began patrolling the Rio Grande from the 
air in some of the DeHavilland planes that had been used in France dur
ing World War I, the raids occurred less frequently. This patrolling 
stopped all the big raids on ranch headquarters, but the bandits continued 
to steal a few head of cattle or saddle horses on the open range. 

There were four cavalry troops, one company of Texas Rangers of fif
teen experienced men, and a number of U. S. Mounted Customs and Immi
gration River Guards, making constant patrols up and down the Big Bend 
area of the Rio Grande, day and night. One cavalry troop was at Indio, 
above Presidio, one at Ruidosa, one at Candelaria, and one at the Evertt's 
Ranch in the upper corner of the Big Bend District. All four of these 
troops had several encounters with the bandit raiders, and often after a 
raid the bandits were followed into Mexico; some of the cattle, saddle 
horses, and some of the loot was returned to the ranches. 

This period made good frontier-type soldiers of the ranchmen, and it 
made good cowboys of the cavalry soldiers. There were about twenty big 
ranches Strang out over a 250-mile area of the Big Bend where the ban
dits might raid at any time, and there were many small farms and 
ranches that had to be protected. 

The Rangers, Customs officers, and River Guards quickly developed 
methods of working with the ranchmen and learning their brands and ear
marks. Many of those men were cowboys before they joined the forces. 
It was not long until the cavalry troopers also learned most of the brands, 
and were rounding up bunches of battle in Mexico and driving them back 
into Texas. 

Because of the condition of the roads, it was a tremendous problem 
to keep the troops supplied in the Big Bend area. There were about 500 
big cavalry horses, 200 mules, and around 1000 soldiers that had to be kept 
in supplies. That many horses and mules can eat a lot of hay and oats, 
and all their feed had to be brought in by pack trains and wagon trains. 

The ranchmen did everything in their power to help. For instance, on 
the old W. H. Cleveland Ranch, established before 1894, there were two 
large dirt tanks built in the center of a large flat about three miles from 
the mouth of the Pinto canyon. These tanks became well known to the 
thousands of cavalrymen, packers, and teamsters of the old mule trans
portation outfits, of which this writer was a member. These tanks were 
an oasis in the desert, and were used as watering and rest stop-overs by 
the cavalry. 

The thirty-five mile trip from Marfa to Cleveland's took about ten 
hours of traveling. About twenty miles out of Marfa, the supply train 
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Cavalry officers bought Chino grass for their horses. 

Their load of Chino grass sold to cavalrymen, Zucrteros return to Mexico. 



passed the W. P. Fisher ranch, and here, so that we could water the horses 
or mules, Mr. Fisher had provided a large trough that was always full of 
clear water. From Fisher's we could make it to the tanks at Cleveland's 
ranch, where we made camp for the night. (See map, page 74.) On the 
return trip to Marfa, two days later, we would camp there again. An
other route from Marfa to the Rio Grande was over the Candelaria Rim. 
Mr. L. C. Brite, another fine ranchman, provided a large tank of good 
water and a place for all the wagons and pack trains to camp for the 
night, when they were traveling this route. 

Mexican bandit raids on the ranches would have been bad enough had 
the bandits planned to steal only horses and cattle. They not only wanted 
the livestock, but they particularly wanted the merchandise that the ranch
men stocked in the commissaries. Getting supplies to a ranch in the Big 
Bend area, during those times, was a problem. The fact that the raids 
usually took place after a new stock of merchandise had arrived at the 
ranch-commissaries convinced everyone that the bandits had informers on 
the Texas side. The bandits killed anyone who interfered with them or 
recognized any of them. 

There were many livestock thefts up and down the Border during this 
period, and hardly a ranch was spared the loss of horses and cattle. How
ever, only a few of the big raids will be related in this chapter. 

BOQUILLAS RAID 

During the night of May 5, 1916, about one hundred fifteen Mexican 
raiders crossed the Rio Grande in the San Vicente area, about ten miles 
from Glenn Springs. They divided into two groups, about fifty-five 
going down the Rio Grande five and a half miles to raid Deemer's store 
at Boquillas. The remainder went to Glenn Springs, where Captain C. 
D. Wood was operating a large candelilla wax factory. About 250 Mex
icans, a few white families, and a detachment of nine cavalrymen were 
living at Glenn Springs at the time of the raid. (In another section of 
this Bulletin the details of the Glenn Springs raid are covered in an ar
ticle by Captain Wood.) 

About twelve miles down the river from Glenn Springs were two villages, 
each named Boquillas. The older Boquillas is in Mexico; the other, in 
Texas. Another village, La Noria, Texas, was about twelve miles north 
of the Rio Grande in this same vicinity. (See map on page 64.) All 
these villages depended for their livelihood on a silver mine in Mexico, 
about three miles from Boquillas. The ore was carried across the Rio 
Grande into Texas, on a cable tramway six miles long, remnants of which 
can still be seen in the Boquillas, Texas, area. La Noria was the terminal 
where the ore was loaded onto pack mules and carried about seventy miles 
to Marathon, Texas, to be shipped to its destination by rail. 

As stated before, when the bandits entered Texas on the night of May 
5, 1916, seventy-five bandits went down the Rio Grande and attacked the 
store of Jessie Deemer at Boquillas, Texas, which carried merchandise 
needed by the residents of the two villages of Boquillas. With Deemer at 
the store was Monroe Payne, a Seminole who worked as a clerk. Since 
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Deemer carried many items in stock that could not be purchased in Mexico, 
this was the merchandise the raiders wanted. 

It was daybreak of May 6, 1916, when the raid began. Deemer and 
Monroe wisely offered no resistance, but gave the bandits all the money, 
and allowed them to select the merchandise they wanted, and pack it on 
their horses and mules. The bandits were in no hurry, as they felt safe 
in such an out-of-the-way place. About 10 a.m., forty of the raiders that 
had taken part in the Glenn Springs incident joined them. With their 
loot, the 115 raiders re-crossed the Rio Grande into Mexico, taking with 
them as hostages both Deemer and Monroe. They threatened to kill 
Deemer, but Monroe, who was well liked by the Mexicans all up and down 
this area of the Rio Grande, was able to persuade them not to kill Deemer. 

At the mine in Mexico was another store. Here, they looted the store 
cf all its cash, including the mine payroll. Having no more pack animals 
available, the bandits confiscated a mine truck, and forced Dr. Homer 
Powers and three American mining men to accompany them, one to drive 
the truck. The mounted bandits, taking Deemer and Monroe with them, 
rode ahead. Meanwhile, the driver of the truck drove as slowly as he 
could, to let the mounted raiders get a head start. Then he stalled the 
truck in a dry creekbed, pretending that the truck was too hot and would 
have to cool off. 

While the truck was "cooling off," the driver and the other three 
Americans arranged a plan to capture the four raiders. They told the 
bandidos to get out of the truck and help push, to get it started. The 
signal for the Americans was that the driver, at the signal "Push," was 
to put the truck in reverse rather than forward gear. The plan worked; 
the raiders were thrown off guard, overpowered, disarmed, and made 
prisoners. The driver headed the truck back to Boquillas, with the pris
oners walking ahead. At Boquillas the bandits were then turned over to 
Sheriff Walton of Brewster County, who had arrived with a civilian posse. 

The first of the trials of these four bandits did not take place until 
September 21, 1916, in Alpine. One of the men, Natividad Alvarez, was 
a colonel of Villa's army. He had been the leader of both raiding parties. 
Despite the intense feeling against Mexican bandits during those days, the 
jury spared Alvarez' life, sentencing him to life imprisonment, and the 
other bandits to fifty years each. 

Meanwhile, Colonel George T. Langhorne, in command of Troops "A" 
and " B " of the 8th Cavalry, brought his troops by rail from Fort Bliss, 
El Paso, Texas, to Marathon; they traveled overland from Marathon to 
Boquillas and on May 9, 1916, they crossed into Mexico in pursuit of the 
raiders. Langhorne had two trails to follow: that of the larger group of 
raiders who had crossed at San Vicente, and that of the group who had 
crossed from Deemer's store. The first group headed south toward El 
Pino and on to Sierra Mojada, about one hundred eighty miles from Bo
quillas by the mountain route. This was very mountainous country and 
sparsely settled, being in the southwest corner of the State of Coahuila, 
near the Chihuahua line. The bandits had a three-day start on the cavalry, 
having also the advantage of being in familiar territory. 

However, Langhorne's men traveled hard and fast, day and night, until 
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they reached El Pino, eighty miles south of Boquillas, where they found 
Deemer and Monroe. The bandits had heard that the soldiers were on 
their trail and had split up into small groups. They had left their pris
oners beind, having no desire to be caught with Deemer and Monroe in 
their possession. 

Langhorne's men traveled a total of 550 miles during their sixteen 
days in Mexico, and although they did not make contact with any large 
group of bandits, they had skirmishes with small bands, and killed a num
ber of the raiders. There were no U. S. casualties. 

Later, in 1917 and 1918, Colonel Langhorne stationed his 8th Cavalry 
all through the Big Bend country. During those two years, the troops 
crossed into Mexico several times to settle accounts with the troublemakers. 
The "Eighth" was a hard-hitting outfit. 

After the raids, Boquillas and Glenn Springs communities carried on 
just as before, but the cavalry was greatly strengthened. Two troops of 
the 6th Cavalry were placed at Glenn Springs on May 21, 1916, to patrol 
all that part of the Border. By June 8, 1916, the National Guard of all 
the States was called out, and many of these units were sent to the Big 
Bend district. 

T H E BRITE RANCH RAID 

About sun-up on Christmas Day, 1917, the Brite Ranch was raided. 
It was a shock to the entire area to realize that the bandits would travel 
so far inland from the Border. The Brite ranch was thirty miles from 
the Rio Grande, and almost inaccessible from that area. It was protected 
on its western boundary by the Candelaria Rim, a natural barrier more 
than thirty miles long, with an escarpment approximately 2000 feet high, 
an almost sheer drop toward the Rio Grande. Two trails, the Knight 
Trail and the Candelaria Rim trail, were the only access through this 
rough country to the Brite ranch, traversable with great difficulty by horse 
or wagon. 

The Brite Ranch headquarters, thirty-five miles in a westerly direction 
from Marfa and twenty miles south of Valentine, is located on a high, 
rolling plateau extending westward to the Candelaria Rim. Ten large 
ranch buildings, which made up the headquarters, were visible from the 
Marfa or Valentine approach roads. The ranch is often called the "Capote 
Ranch," taking its name from Capote Mountain, a distinctive landmark 
near the ranch headquarters, that can be seen for many miles in any di
rection. The word is Spanish for "bullfighter's cape," and the mountain 
formations resemble the ruffles and folds of a bullfighter's cape that has 
been thrown to the ground. 

Because of the boldness and ruthlessness of the Brite Ranch raid, and 
perhaps because it happened on Christmas Day, news of the raid was 
flashed across the front pages of leading newspapers of the country. The 
entire nation was shocked. 

Mr. and Mrs. Brite were at their home in Marfa on that Christmas 
morning. At the ranch were T. T. "Van" Neill, who had been foreman 
of the ranch for fourteen years, his wife, and their three children. Van 
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Neill's mother and his father, Sam, a former mounted U. S. Customs 
officer, were also there, having come to spend the Christmas holidays. 

There were others on the ranch; but they were not in the Neill home 
that was attacked. One of these was Oscar Wells, now (1963) manager-
foreman of the Brite Ranch. At that time he was a young ranch hand, 
who, in addition to his ranch work, was the truck driver and kept the 
ranch store in supplies. The school teacher, Mabel Crawford, lived at 
the ranch; but early that morning, before the bandits arrived, she had 
gone with her friend, Fred Garlick, to gather mistletoe to decorate the 
house. When they were returning and saw what was happening, they 
dared not approach the house. 

The Neill house was about 250 feet from the store. Beyond the store, 
about 300 yards, lived Pierre Guyon, a Frenchman who was postmaster and 
storekeeper. With him in the house were his wife and son, Arthur. He 
had a rifle with plenty of ammunition, and was ready to fight it out with 
the bandits, and he held his gun ready. His home was so located that he 
was able to see the bandits at the store, and at the same time watch the 
roads above and below the ranch. However, the bandits did not attack 
his home. They had singled out the Neill home because it was from there 
that Sam Neill fired the first shot that started the bandits shooting. 

The bandits had planned their raid carefully. Telephone lines had been 
cut. Christmas Day had probably been selected as a day when there would 
be fewer people coming to the ranch early. Their purpose was not to steal 
cattle, but to steal the remuda of good saddle horses belonging to the 
ranch, and the supplies in the store. They approached the ranch before 
daylight. 

Sam Neill was up early that Christmas morning, being by habit an 
early riser. He went to the kitchen to build a fire in the stove and make 
a pot of coffee. While at the woodpile getting kindling and chips for the 
fire, he had noticed nothing unusual. However, while Sam was enjoying 
his cup of coffee, he happened to glance out of the window, and saw a 
large group of Mexican horsemen riding hard toward the ranch house. 
As they approached, he could see they were armed, and were beginning 
to spread out and encircle the house. Sam ran to his son's room, and told 
Van the house was surrounded by bandits. Sam grabbed a rifle. From 
a window he saw the bandit who appeared to be the leader, heading to
ward the house. Sam shot that bandit off his horse. 

Then the shooting began in earnest. The women and children took 
shelter in one room, while Sam and Van kept up a steady fire at the 
bandits for about an hour. Van was never hit. His father got a flesh 
wound in one leg, and one bullet skinned his nose; but he continued to 
shoot at any Mexican that showed his head. 

When the bandits had ridden up to the ranch, they found two of 
the ranch hands, Jose Sanchez and another hoy, at the corral milking. 
The boys were taken prisoners but not harmed. After an hour of shoot
ing from the house, the bandits realized that the ranchmen were deter
mined to fight; so they let Jose go to the house, demanding surrender. 
The bandits threatened to kill the other boy if Jose did not return. Sam 
and Van told Jose to tell the bandits to go to hell; that they would never 
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surrender. But, the women of the house begged them to let the bandits 
have the keys to the store, if they would take what they wanted and leave. 
The ladies impressed upon the two men that it was foolish for them to 
try to hold out against forty-odd bandits. Finally, this offer was made 
to the bandits, and accepted by them. 

The bandits now had unmolested freedom of the store and the post 
office. They then put Jose under armed guard, forcing him to lead a few 
of the Mexican bandits to the pasture where Mr. Brite kept his best saddle 
horses—about as good as could be found anywhere in Texas. The bandits 
seemed in no hurry, for they evidently had full confidence in the success 
cf their plans. Besides, they had sentries guarding the roads leading to 
the ranch, and these men were only a mile away. 

Meanwhile, on the road from Candelaria, over the Kim, came Mickey 
Welch who had the mail contract from Valentine to Candelaria. He was 
due that morning from Candelaria, and was on schedule. In the hack, 
drawn by two horses, were two Texas Mexican passengers. Welch was 
stopped by the sentries, who shot the two passengers and took Mickey 
prisoner to the store. There they hanged him by his feet to the rafters, 
and cut his throat. It is presumed that Mickey and the two passengers 
were killed because they recognized some of the band. Mickey was part 
Mexican, and knew all the Mexicans in the Candelaria area; so he was 
sure to have known some of the bandits. No one in the Neill house knew 
of the brutal murders, of course, until the bandits had gone. 

There was great anxiety at the Neill house. The Neills knew that the 
preacher, the Reverend H. M. Bandy, with Mrs. Bandy and two young 
ladies, were due to drive up to the ranch at any time now. Van Neill sent 
Crescencia Natividad, the cook, out to the bandits to tell them of the 
expected arrival of the preacher and his party, and begged the bandits not 
to harm them. The bandits returned a message that if the preacher and 
his party would go to the house and remain there, they would be unharmed. 

The bandits looted the store of the best merchandise, such as shoes, 
clothes, and other more costly items. They emptied full bags of beans 
and corn on the ground, in order to fill the bags with the merchandise they 
wanted to take with them. They dressed themselves in new clothes and 
shoes, and attempted to break into the safe that had $65 in it, but failed. 
They destroyed much of the merchandise they could not take with them. 

While this was going on, the Reverend H. M. Bandy and his party ar
rived. Plans had been made weeks previously that this little group would 
have a joyous Christmas together. In the party were Mrs. Bandy, Miss 
Lovie Neill of Marfa, and Miss Lela Weatherby of Fort Davis. The ban
dits sized-up the Ford and its passengers, then allowed them to go on to 
the house. Once inside, all those imprisoned in the house knelt, and 
Brother Bandy led them in prayer. They were still afraid the bandits 
would attack the house again before leaving; so the two Neills picked up 
their rifles and took positions at the windows. The preacher asked for a 
rifle, and also took a position at one of the windows. (Circuit preachers 
in those days were practical men.) 

Most of the plans of the bandits had worked out fine thus far; but 
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there was one early visitor who had not been seen by the bandits, and 
who was able to get word to Mr. Brite in Marfa. This visitor was James 
L. Cobb, who lived with his family about a mile and a half from the ranch. 
Hearing shots, Cobb had driven his old Ford within sight of the ranch, 
and saw what was going on. He rushed back to his house, put his family 
in the car, and drove to the nearest telephone—at D. C. ("Doc") Gourley's 
place (the Kennersley ranch), twelve miles to the east. Soon telegraph 
wires all over the area were carrying news of the raid. 

When Mr. Brite at Marfa received word of the trouble, he immediately 
called Colonel Langhorne, the Commander of the Cavalry troops. He also 
called the Texas Rangers and the Customs officers, as well as the Presidio 
County Sheriff, Ira Cline. Ranchmen all over the area were called upon 
lo assist with the transportation of troops. Cars were loaded with cavalry 
troops, ranchmen, and officers; saddles were piled on the hoods and fen
ders of cars heading for the Brite ranch. They could not know that all 
the Brite horses had been stolen by the bandits. 

At Valentine, where a detachment of Troop "G" of the 8th Cavalry 
was stationed, similar activity took place. Some of the soldiers were 
transported with their equipment in private cars; others started out with 
all the horses. These horses were the first mounts to reach the ranch, and 
they .ioined the rest of their troop—those from the Evertt ranch. A troop 
had also been sent from Ruidosa to join Troop "G" from Evertt's ranch, 
and the troop from Indio followed with the pack train and more supplies. 
Posses from Sierra Blanca and Van Horn, made up of ranchmen and 
townspeople, were soon heading for the Brite ranch. 

At all the Army camps, the soldiers were about to enjoy a good Christ
mas dinner when orders were received to mount up and pursue the raiders. 
At once, the soldiers were on the trail of the bandits, and they were a mad 
bunch of troopers, having been cheated out of a Christmas dinner. 

Among the first to reach the ranch from Marfa, besides Mr. Brite and 
Colonel Langhorne and his soldiei-s, were U. S. Customs Officer Grover 
Webb, Rangers Clint Holden, A. H. Woelber, Boone Oliphand, Sheriff Ira 
Cline, and several prominent Marfa area ranchmen who furnished their 
cars. It was noon when the cars, loaded with officers and soldiers, arrived. 
The bandits were about to go off the Candelaria Rim, eight miles away, 
when the Americans arrived. This was the upper trail, known as the 
Knight trail. The road from the ranch to this trail was not as good as 
that which led to the town of Candelaria, but the cars went over the rough 
roads and reached the Rim while some of the bandits with the stolen loot 
on their horses were still in sight. The soldiers and officers with rifles 
were able to get many shots at the bandits, wounding some and causing 
them to drop some of their loot. However, the road down the Rim Rock 
was not passable for cars, and the ranchers and soldiers were unable to 
follow the bandits in their cars. 

The next day, a large mounted posse of ranchmen, rangers and soldiers 
was made up at the Fitzgerald ranch. The names and exact number of 
this revenge army were never listed, but from the report of Bud Weaver 
to his Captain Fox, there were seven rangers with him. Four of the 
ranchmen who lived in this bandit-infested area were also along. These 
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Aerial view of the Candelaria Rim trail, where the mesa on Brite Ranch breaks away west toward 
the roughlands of the Rio Grande. 

Going down the old Knight Trail westward from the mesa of the Brite Ranch toward the roughlands 
of the Rio Grande. 



were Raymond Fitzgerald, Buck Pool, John Pool, and Tom Snider. With 
them were some of the soldiers of the two troops. They left the Fitzgerald 
ranch about dark of December 26, 1917, and by two o'clock in the morning, 
on the 27th, they were in Pilares, Mexico, where the bandits had gone 
with their loot. When the posse surrounded the village of Pilares where 
the raiders slept, they showed the bandits no mercy for the brutal murders 
committed at the Brite ranch. 

It was this invasion that the Adjutant General's office in Austin later 
investigated, resulting in the disbanding of Captain Fox's Ranger Com
pany. There was criticism voiced about the killings at Pilares, opinion 
being that some innocent people had been killed. These complaints were 
made by the Carranza Government. It reported that the Mayor of Cande-
laria was among the victims. If Candelaria had a mayor or a leader, he 
was undoubtedly a member of the bandit gang, and as treacherous as a 
cross between a polecat and a coyote. Anyone living in that particular 
area, and those who were familiar with it, were aware that no innocent 
Mexicans lived in Candelaria and Pilares, Mexico. Some of those killed 
may not have taken active part in the Brite raid, but they had unquestion
ably been party to other raids. Much of the loot taken from the Brite 
store was found in their homes. 

The posse also recovered some of the horses stolen from the Brite 
ranch. Among the stolen goods was also found a saddle belonging to Joe 
Sitter, a mounted Customs Officer who had been brutally slain by Mexicans 
on May 23, 1915. 

Had these bandits not been cleaned out, they would have carried on 
further plundering of other border ranches. The exact number of Mex
icans killed in the Pilares invasion was never recorded—estimates ran 
from eighteen to fifty; however, on good authority, it seems there were 
about thirty-five. The Americans had no loss of life and only a few were 
wounded. 

This invasion was intended to impress upon the inhabitants of Pilares 
and other border camps in that area that they could not expect mercy if 
they continued to use these communities as hideouts for thieves and mur
derers. But it did not. the Nevill ranch raid took place in 1918. Fol
lowing the Nevill ranch raid, which raid will be reported later in this ar
ticle, two troops of the 8th Cavalry invaded Pilares again. The Mexicans 
apparently believed that after the investigation of the first Pilares inci
dent, the Rangers and Cavalry troops would not dare enter Mexico again 
to avenge the ranchers. 

T H E NEVILL RANCH RAID 

The last big raid in the Big Bend took place on the Ed Nevill ranch 
March 25, 1918. Ed (E. W.) Nevill probably knew the entire Big Bend 
better than any other man. He was one of the famous Texas Ranger 
Nevills of early days. He was a half-brother to Captain C. L. and Bob 
Nevill, who also were early ranchmen of the Big Bend. His wife, three 
daughters and a younger son lived in Van Horn; but Ed and his eighteen-
year-old son, Glenn, spent most of the time at the ranches on the Border. 

He had lived near the Rio Grande in the Fort Hancock area during the 
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Capote Falls on the Brite ranch, estimated to 
be 170 feet high. This spring has never weak
ened, even during the 1950-54 drought. 

A short stop for noon rest, while moving a herd on the Brfte Capott Ranch. The greater portion of 
this large ranch is a level plateau (mesa), which breaks off sharply to the Rim toward Rio Grande 
badlands. The Candelaria Trail and the old Knight Trail are the only two passages from the mesa 
to the Rio Grande. 



early years of the Border troubles. Later, he lived down the Rio Grande 
in the Chisos Mountains country in the lower part of the Big Bend. He 
knew the language and ways of the Mexicans well. His relations with 
them had always been congenial up until the time of the raid on his ranch 
and the resulting murder of his son. 

In 1918, Nevill and his partner, John Wyatt, took over the old Prude 
Ranch in Hudspeth County, in the upper western section of the Big Bend. 
This place was just west of Green Draw, where it empties into the Rio 
Grande. A good well was there, and even today a large irrigation farm 
is in operation there. Tom Bell was Nevill's nearest neighbor, about twelve 
miles to the west. To the east, about fifteen miles away, was the Evertt 
ranch. 

Nevill and Wyatt also leased a place six miles down the river in Pre
sidio County. At this place Nevill had a small herd of cows and calves. 
It was the only part of his ranch that was fenced, and the only place where 
he could separate the calves from the cows at the time of weaning. This 
was the place raided on the night of March 25, 1918. 

It must be noted that only a few ranches had telephones in those days. 
The lower ranch had none. The telephone at the upper ranch had been 
connected with military headquarters at Marfa by the Signal Corps, since 
the cavalrymen were stationed in the vicinity of this upper ranch. 

On March 25, 1918, Captain Matlack, Troop K, 8th Cavalry, at Cal-
delaria, received a report from one of his informers across the river in 
Mexico, that bandits were planning a raid in the vicinity of the Bell ranch. 
Captain Matlack relayed this information to Colonel Langhorne, District 
Commander, at Marfa. Colonel Langhorne ordered Captain Anderson, 
Troop G, 8th Cavalry, at Evertt 's ranch, to investigate. A patrol, under 
command of Lieutenant Gaines, set out immediately for the Bell ranch in 
the Bosque Bonito area. They found no trace of bandits, and turned back 
toward the Evertt ranch. 

The detachment at Van Horn was also alerted. Ed Nevill was in Van 
Horn at the time, and learned of the report from members of the cavalry 
unit there. Nevill started for his ranch immediately. In those days, the 
only way you could travel in that rough country was by horseback. He 
left Van Horn about 10:30 that morning, and reached the lower ranch at 
sundown, making the 35-mile trip in about eight hours, averaging better 
than four miles an hour. 

At the ranch with Glenn was the Mexican caretaker and his wife and 
three small children. They had Ed's supper ready for him, since they 
were expecting him that evening. Glenn had not heard the report that 
bandits were in the area. 

After supper, Ed and Glenn were in the front room talking over what 
was to be done the next day. Suddenly they heard a loud commotion of 
horses. They thought it might be the soldiers returning from the Bell 
ranch, on their way to Evertt 's ranch. 

Nevill looked out the door when he heard the horsemen, and saw they 
were Mexicans, not the cavalrymen. As Ed and Glenn were getting their 
rifles, the bandits started shooting at them through the door. Some shots 
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hit very close. The bandits had taken their positions near several small 
buildings close to the ranch house. Ed saw five of them around the 
chicken house. He waited until they emptied their rifles, then fired back. 
He believed he hit two of them. 

Seeing it was hopeless for them to stay in the house, surrounded by 
bandits, Ed and Glenn made a dash for a ditch about 250 yards from the 
house. Ed led the way. He told Glenn to keep to the right of the ditch, 
and he went ahead, thinking he would draw all the fire from the bandits 
at the chicken house. They fired on him, knocking the rifle from his 
hand, and knocking his hat off; but Ed made it to the ditch. He rose up 
to look over the top of the ditch, trying to locate Glenn. He could not 
see the boy, so went down the ditch and across an open stretch to the edge 
of the brush, still searching for Glenn. He stayed in the brush a long 
time, but moved a lot to cover up his tracks, so the bandits could not locate 
him. He heai-d the bandits several times as they tried to find him. It 
seemed like a couple of hours to Ed. The raid took place about 9 p.m., 
and it was after midnight when the raiders left. He continued searching 
the brush for Glenn until he heard the cavalry coming. Meanwhile, the 
Mexican ranch hand had escaped and gone about six miles when he met 
the cavalry patrol in command of Lieutenant Gaines, returning from the 
Bell ranch. 

They found Glenn about four feet from the house. He had been shot 
in the head, and his face and head had been beaten and bruised, either 
with clubs or butts of the bandits' rifles. Many bandits from that section 
of Mexico were heavy smokers of marihuana, and in this particular area 
were known for their fiendish brutalities with wounded and helpless vic
tims. 

Besides killing Glenn, the bandits also murdered the Mexican ranch 
hand's wife, probably because she had recognized some members of the 
band. They did not harm the three small children. Eleven of Nevill's 
saddle horses and all the ranch supplies, clothes, and bedding were taken 
by the raiders. 

When the cavalry patrol got the report of the raid from the Mexican 
ranch hand, the message was sent to Marfa, where Colonel Langhorne 
received it at 12 midnight. He ordered Captain Anderson to take Troop G 
from Evertt 's ranch and get on the bandits' trail. The troop arrived at 
Nevill's at 3:30 a.m. Troop A, in command of Captain Tate at Marfa, 
loaded onto a freight train, was taken to Valentine, unloaded, and made 
an overnight march of about twenty-five miles, over the Candelaria Rim 
on the Old Knight Trail, to the Hester Ranch (old Knight Ranch). Then 
they went about twenty-five miles toward the Rio Grande, where they 
joined Troop G, that was now hot on the trail of the bandits. 

The bandits did not cross the river at Nevill's, but took a roundabout 
way among the mountains on the Texas side, attempting to throw the 
soldiers off their trail. Troop G had a good scout and a couple of 
ranchmen who were experts at following trails. The bandits crossed the 
river near Pilares, and the two U. S. troops followed them into Mexico. 
A fifty-mule pack train, loaded with supplies, in charge of an expert crew 
of fourteen men had been sent up the river from the base at Candelaria 
to meet the troops and go with them into Mexico. 
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Revenge for the brutal slaying of Glenn Nevill was uppermost in the 
minds of the troopers as they crossed the Rio Grande into Mexico. With 
the loaded pack trains and the rations each soldier carried on his horse, 
the troopers were prepared and determined to stay on the bandits' trail 
until they overtook them. The soldiers did not have far to ride, for the 
bandits had planned an ambush. Reinforced by men from nearby Pilares, 
the bandits were also backed up Carranzistas soldiers who were stationed 
down the river. 

The worst and largest number of bandits on the Border were located 
in the Pilares area, three miles from the Rio Grande and across from Can-
delaria. Nearly every one of the many brutal murders and other crimes 
was traced to this area. The inhabitants of these settlements harbored 
the bandits, helped them plan the raids, and it was to their houses the 
bandits returned with the loot stolen from the Texas ranches. 

A furious battle took place. The official report stated that thirty-three 
Mexicans were killed, and one American soldier, Private Albert of Troop 
A. How many Mexicans were wounded and escaped was not known. Much 
of the fighting by the Mexicans was done from the houses in the Pilares 
area, but our soldiers went after them there, killing bandits and destroy
ing houses. This was now the second time the settlement was invaded by 
cur soldiers. Some of the Nevill horses and part of the loot were found 
after the battle. It was believed that twenty-nine of the Nevill raiders 
were among the thirty-three killed by the soldiers. 

The invasion by the troops did much to show the murderous outlaws of 
Pilares that they would not be safe even on the Mexico side of the Rio 
Grande after they raided Texas ranches. The Nevill raid ended the big 
raids on the ranches, although small numbers of cattle and horses were 
later stolen and taken into Mexico. 

There were some opinions that the Army and other enforcement officers 
could have done more than they did; but those who knew the facts realized 
that everything possible was done. After the Nevill raid, it was said that 
if the soldiers had been at the ranch, the raid would not have occurred. 
The soldiers could not be at every ranch at all times. During the early 
evening of the Nevill ranch raid, they were in the vicinity, checking the 
report of a raid that would be attempted on Tom Bell's ranch. 

The writer knew Ed Nevill for many years after the raid, and does 
not think that he ever felt that negligence of the Cavalry was responsible 
for his son's death. He was so discouraged with conditions along the 
Border that he sold his ranching interests and moved to Marfa. He opened 
a restaurant in Marfa, called the Longhorn Cafe, and most of his cus
tomers were soldiers. Later, he moved to Alpine where he operated the 
Alpine Cafe. Legend has it that every time Ed Nevill heard of a bandit 
raid in the Big Bend area, he would close his cafe for a few days and take 
to the mountains on horseback with his 30-30 carbine, hoping to collect 
a bandit scalp or two in reprisal for his son's death. 

MISCELLANEOUS RAIDS 

Only those ranchmen, rangers, border patrolmen, and soldiers who were 
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Ed Nevill on the bank of the Rio Grande. 

Government Scout named Kerr. Mexican Bandit 
M. Dominguez, and Texas Ranger, Capt. Jerry 
Grey. 



in this country during the five years (1915-20) that the bandits were on 
their worst rampage knew exactly what conditions were. In addition to 
ranches in this dangerous zone were two large mines, several small ones, 
and several candelilla wax plants. There were a number of farms along 
the river, operated by Americans; but most of the farmers pulled out 
when the bandits began giving them serious trouble. 

One farmer who stayed was Mr. J. J. Kilpatrick, at Candelaria, who 
had a large cotton farm and trading post. He mounted a machinegun 
on the roof of his store, and let the people across the river know that he 
did not intend to be raided. His threat evidently worked, for he was 
never troubled. Incidentally, Kilpatrick raised the first cotton in this 
part of the State, in 1910, and in 1913 he had the first gin, and hauled 
the first bale of cotton over that famous Candelaria Rim to Marfa. 

The root of all troubles the Texans had in this area can be traced to 
renegade Carranza and Villa soldiers who were on the loose most of the time 
these raids were going on. It is fortunate that such a man as Colonel George 
T. Langhorne was in command of the Big Bend District during this time. 
He sent his troops into Mexico without waiting for authority from headquar
ters at Fort Sam Houston. He believed in getting on the bandits' trail 
while it was still hot. He wanted to work in harmony with all Mexican 
officials in an endeavor to stop the raids, and tried to; but many Carranza 
officials had no intention of cooperating. In fact, many of the Carranza 
soldiers took part in the raids. When stolen cattle and horses were traced 
to the Carranza army, Colonel Langhorne forced the Carranza Govern
ment to pay for the stolen animals. Some of the Texas ranchmen received 
850 to $60 a head for cows or steers that had been butchered by a Car
ranza garrison. Colonel Langhorne had an ace card that he used to force 
payment for the stolen property, as I shall explain. 

There being no railroad in that part of Mexico, it was difficult for the 
Mexican Government to keep their federal soldiers in necessary supplies 
while they were stationed near Ojinaga, Mexico, across from Presidio, 
Texas. Therefore, Mexican troops were allowed to cross the river and 
purchase supplies at Presidio. When Colonel Langhorne had a just claim 
against bandits of the Carranza forces, he would cut off their supplies 
until the Mexican Government paid the ranchmen for the stock. 

The writer does not know whether Colonel Langhorne, Captain Mat-
lack, or other officers always had permission from their headquarters to 
take such drastic action as pursuing the bandits and killing them; but 
their immediate actions surely slowed down the Border raids on Big Bend 
ranches and trading posts. There were many other incidents along the 
Border of the Big Bend in those days, and by now the reader should real
ize something of what the ranchers in that area were up against. 

There is no question of the invaluable services the Army rendered in 
protecting the Border area. Even though the detachments of Infantry 
or Cavalry at the various ranches were small, their presence could not be 
ignored by the bandits, and surely served to discourage many raids that 
might have taken place. Of mutual help were the ranchers, who became 
as good fighters as the troopers became good cowpunchers! The ranch
men were particularly grateful to Colonel Langhorne, who was also well 
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Col. George T . Langhornc. 8th Cavalry Commander, who pursued the Glenn Springs raiders into 
Mexico with two troops of his regiment. 

Rugged terrain along the Rio Grande 



liked by the officers and men in his command. He handled a tough job 
well, and made many friends among the ranchmen and soldiers. After a 
full military life, including many years of foreign service, Colonel Lang-
horne retired. It should be mentioned here that while this article was be
ing written, the writer received his copy of the Winter 1962 issue of 
Saber News, a journal printed by and for the veterans of the cavalry. 
This issue carried an article about the passing of Colonel George T. Lang-
horne, 94, of 1120 Lake Shore Drive, Chicago, Illinois. I pause to salute 
a brave and wonderful military officer. 

There were other miscellaneous raids along the Border country that 
might be mentioned. On March 24, 1919, twenty-five head of cattle were 
stolen from the Nunez ranch at the foot of the Chinati Mountains, above 
Ruidosa,. The cattle were pastured about eight miles from the Rio Grande. 
The theft was reported to Captain Klepfer, Commander of Troop M, 8th 
Cavalry, stationed at Ruidosa, who received orders from Colonel Lang-
horne to go after the cattle. The trail led to the river and across into 
Mexico. The troop overtook the bandits with the cattle after dark. There 
was a brief skirmish, and six of those bandits never stole cattle again. 
The cavalry troopers now had to show their abilities as cowpunchers in 
order to get the herd back to Texas. There were only twenty-four of the 
herd left, one having been butchered; but they brought the meat of that 
one animal back on a pack mule. On fheir way, the soldiers encountered 

FORTY YEARS AGO 
(Wednesday) 

February 12, 1919 

Thirty words were required by 
the Eighth U. S. Cavalry com
mander at Candelaria, Texas, to 
tell a vivid story. The message 
reads: "Jan. 22 Louis Munoz en
tered the United States one and 
one-half miles south of Candelaria 
and stole two pigs. Feb. 10 Luis 
Munoz was hanged by Romero 
Madrid." 
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a terrific rain and hailstorm; however, they held the herd, and had them 
safely across the river before daylight the next day. 

On February 10, 1919, Romero Madrid, who had a ranchito in the 
same area, caught a lone bandit who had stolen two of his pigs. The 
bandit from Mexico was identified as Luis Munoz. Madrid hanged him 
from a cottonwood tree near the creek, one and a half miles from Cande-
laria. The Captain sent in the report to the Colonel, who thought it was 
such a good story he gave it to the press. It was widely published at 
that time. Forty years later, February 10, 1959, in the column "Forty 
Years Ago" in the El Paso Times, it was published again. (See insert.) 

About sixty miles down the river from the Nevill country (shown on 
the map), J. F . Tigner had a ranch up San Antonio Canyon near the 
lower end of the Chinati Mountains. He was only about six miles from 
the Rio Grande. It is shown on a troop commander's report, while the 
cavalry was at Indio, that on December 1, 1917, bandits raided Tigner's 
ranch, stole cattle, and took the ranch foreman, Justo Gonzales, into Mex
ico. Lieutenant Matlack (who later became famous as "Captain" Mat-
lack) with twenty-one of his troopers, accompanied by Mr. Tigner, fol
lowed the bandits' fresh trail which went to Buena Vista in Mexico. 

The American patrol was ambushed when they got on the Mexican 
side. Five of the soldiers' horses were shot from under them, one soldier 
was killed, and one wounded; but the cavalry troops whipped the Mexicans 
out of the village. Later, they found the body of Tigner's murdered fore
man. They also found carcasses of some of the stolen cattle that had 
been butchered. During the battle, Mr. Tigner was separated from the 
soldiers, and hid himself in a cave. The soldiers searched for Tigner until 
dark, then returned to their troop without him. The following morning, 
Matlack and his troop returned to the deserted village, where they found 
Tigner. Matlack reported that he had seen eighteen dead Mexicans during 
the day of the fight; but from his informers he learned, a few days later, 
that there were thirty-five killed and wounded. 

Two days later, this patrol was riding up the river on the American 
side, just above Buena Vista, opposite Las Mimbres, when they were fired 
upon by Mexicans from the Mexican side of the river. The soldiers went 
across the river, killed twelve of the attackers, and destroyed all the 
horses. The soldiers had no casualties. The towns of Buena Vista and 
Las Mimbres had the same reputation as the bandit hideout of Pilares. 
The 8th Cavalry had been warned about these hideouts by the 6th Cavalry, 
which they relieved, so Lieutenant Matlack proceeded to destroy those 
villages. 

On December 17, 1917, Matlack and his patrol were again riding up 
the river, near San Jose. Across the river was a patrol of Mexican sol
diers riding down the river. They were Carranza soldiers, and one of 
them took a shot at Lieutenant Matlack. Matlack, an expert shot, picked 
that Carranza soldier off his horse, and the horse came across the river 
to the Texas side. The horse turned out to be the one belonging to the 
murdered ranch foreman of the Tigner ranch. About this time Mr. 
Tigner abandoned ranching near the Rio Grande, and moved what cattle 
he had left to his other ranch near Marfa. 
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Sutherland Ranch in the Chinati Mountains. 25 miles south of Marfa. in Pinto Canyon. 

Early-day round-up in the Big Bend, when night herding was the order. Picture made on the 
Kokernot 06 Ranch 



During August 1919, on one of their daily plane patrols of the Border, 
Lieutenants H. G. Peterson and Paul H. Davis were forced to land in 
Mexico, because of motor trouble. They were captured by Mexican ban
dits and held for $15,000 ransom. This group of bandits was under the 
leadership of Jesus Eenteria, known along the Border as "Gaucho," mean
ing a "hook," because he wore a steel hook replacing his left hand. 

At that time the Bloys Encampment was being held near Fort Davis, 
and since a large group of ranchmen were assembled there, the $15,000 
was hurriedly raised. The ransom money was turned over to Captain 
Leonard F. Matlack, now Commander of Troop K, 8th Cavalry. Under 
arrangements made between the bandits and Captain Matlack, $7500 was 
to be paid when each aviator was delivered into the custody of Captain 
Matlack. On August 18, 1919, Lieutenant Peterson was delivered, and the 
$7500 ransom paid. 

On the following day, Lt. Davis was to be released to Captain Matlack 
and a similar sum was to be paid. At the appointed time and place, Cap
tain Matlack overheard the bandits talking, and from their conversation 
he learned that they had been instructed by their leader, Jesus Renteria, 
to murder Captain Matlack and Lieutenant Davis, rather than permit 
them to return to the United States. Captain Matlack pulled a gun on 
the bandit who had Davis in his custody, and forced him to return to the 
band, with instructions that "Gaucho" be advised that no more ransom 
money would be paid, and that he (Matlack) was returning to Mexico the 
following day with his soldiers, to pursue Renteria and his gang. The 
$7500 was not paid to the bandits, but was returned to the Marfa ranch
men. 

While Matlack was in Mexico, pursuing the bandits, General Dickman, 
Commanding General of the Southern Division at Fort Sam Houston, 
issued a statement to the effect that the $7500 ransom should be paid to 
the bandits. General Dickman was under the impression that the ransom 
money was federal funds. 

Later, in February, 1920, U. S. Senator Albert B. Fall, of New Mexico, 
held an investigation in El Paso. Here again it was implied that the 
ransom money was federal funds. Captain Matlack emphatically denied 
this, and explained that the money had been raised by Marfa area ranch
men. The entire hearing at El Paso was a cheap publicity scheme of Sen
ator Fall 's; the Senator at that time was seeking the post of Secretary of 
the Interior. Readers will recall the "Teapot Dome Scandal" that devel
oped during Fall's tenure as Secretary of Interior. 

Unfortunately, Captain Matlack became the victim of Albert Fall's 
cheap publicity scheme. The Captain held a two-year war commission, 
and when this expired in 1920, it was not renewed by the Army. To get 
back into the cavalry, Matlack re-enlisted as a private, and by 1927, when 
he retired, he had only attained the rank of Master Sergeant. 

Even today, stealing of livestock, particularly horses, takes place along 
the Rio Grande. During Christmas week, 1958, Mr. Caven Woodward, 
manager of the Lykes Steamship Company's 0-2 Ranch in southern Brew
ster County, accompanied his family to South Texas for a short vacation. 
When he returned to the ranch a week later, he discovered that four of 
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Ransom money to be paid Mexican bandits for release of two American aviators captured in Mexico. 
Left to right: unidentified officer of Marfa bank: H. M. Fennrli. officer of Marfa bank; Lt. Henry 

Coffield. 

World War 1 DeHaviUand plane used in patrolling the Rio Grande. This picture taken in the 
Pilates area where aviators made forced landing in Mexico and were captured. 



his prize saddle horses were missing. A heavy snow had fallen during 
that week, and Mr. Woodward was able to trail the horses to the Rio 
Grande, where they were crossed between Castelon and St. Helena Can
yon (in the Big Bend National Park) . Mr. Woodward learned from some 
of his ranch hands (natives of the northern section of the State of Coa-
huilla, Mexico) that Sr. Vacunda Cabellera, who ranched close to the Rio 
Grande in Mexico, had also lost some of his horses. Sr. Cabellera knew of 
two Mexicans who were reputed horse thieves who lived in the small vil
lage of Salada, about twenty miles southwest of the town of San Carlos, 
which is across the river from Castelon. 

Mr. Woodward contacted Texas Ranger Jim Nance at Sierra Blanca, 
Texas. He also had Sr. Caballera to contact Ranger Captain Lupe Gon
zales of the state of Coahuilla. Capt. Gonzales and two of his rangers, 
with Mr. Woodward, Ranger Nance, and Sr. Cabellera, timed their ar
rival at the village of Salado at night when the moon was full. There 
were only a dozen houses in this small village. Mr. Woodward and one 
of the Mexican rangers took sentry positions on the hillside overlooking 
the village, and Capt. Gonzales and the other Mexican ranger, Ranger 
Nance, and Sr. Cabellera went from house to house in search of the two 
known horse thieves. Typical of Mexicans in Mexico when strangers and 
officers question them about a particular individual, all of the families in 
the homes pretended that they knew nothing about these two thieves. At 
the last house visited no answer was received from the knocks on the door. 
Enough noise was heard inside to convince the officers that someone was 
in hiding. Commands by the officers did not get a response from the 
individuals inside. Fortunately, Mr. Woodward's sentry position was di
rectly behind this house. The officers finally decided to break down the 
door; and surely enough, the sought-after thieves were inside. It took a 
day and a half of border-style questioning and fifth degree patience and 
techniques to finally get the two men to admit that they had stolen the 
horses from the 0-2 Ranch and the Cabellera ranch. And it took further 
"convincing" by the officers to make them tell where the horses were 
hidden. 

A very interesting and typical Mexican behavior developed on the morn
ing following the capture of the thieves. A half dozen women and chil
dren came to where the thieves were shackled, and pleaded their innocence 
and begged for their release. Mr. Woodward said that the Mexican offi
cers reminded the women that they did not know anything about these 
men the night before, nor had they ever heard of them. Mr. Woodward 
stated that the Mexican officers exhibited the finest knowledge of how to 
analyze a problem of this kind. He, Woodward, had served one time as 
deputy and sheriff of Frio County in South Texas, and had much law en
forcement background himself. He stated that Ranger Jim Nance was 
equally familiar with and proficient in knowing how to handle Mexican 
thieves. The horses were recovered and returned to their owners. 

Many other border raids have occurred in the Big Bend area during 
the past forty years, but space will not permit writing about all of these. 

The Rangers and other Texas law-enforcement officers, the members of 
the U. S. Border Patrol and U. S. Revenue Officers, and local law enforce-
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Texas Ranger Jim Nance Cavin Woodward, Manager of Lykes Steamship 
Co., 02 Ranch 

(In 1959 these two men followed horse thieves into Mexico and recovered horses stolen from the 
02 Ranch.) 

Liquor smugglers captured near Mexican border. 



ment officers have probably faced their worst problems with smuggling dur
ing prohibition days and during recent years, with narcotics smuggling. 

In the cases of bandit raids on mining towns, villages and ranches 
along the Rio Grande during the early days, the law enforcement officers 
had one hundred per cent cooperation from ranchmen and citizens of this 
area. A different psychology developed in connection with the smuggling 
of liquor. As in other parts of the United States, many citizens of the 
border country were not in favor of the Volstead Act, and many liquor 
smugglers from Mexico passed through the ranch areas of the Big Bend 
without being molested by the ranchmen, except for a toll of a few bottles 
of liquor. Likewise, each village and city along the border had American 
bootleggers who were receiving the Mexican liquor, and they usually knew 
where the law enforcement officers might be when a delivery was to be 
made. The only time that some of the ranchmen became irked with the 
T.quor smugglers was when the smugglers would steal a few ranch horses 
on their return to Mexico. When the smugglers were overtaken with 
stolen horses, usually a few were buried after the skirmish. Narcotics 
smuggling across the Rio Grande today is one of the most exasperating 
''headaches" that has ever faced the law-enforcement officers of the United 
States. The mountains and the canyons of the Big Bend continue to pro
vide excellent protection to the smuggler. 
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