Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard

Butch Cassidy & the Sundance Kid & Their time in 

New Mexico Territory

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard and my name is Dixie. KNNM 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience, with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in the your own back yard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting our past.

Our show today will focus on the Outlaws Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and their Time in New Mexico Territory. 
Billy the Kid and the Ketchum brothers are most often associated with the outlaw history of New Mexico Territory; yet Butch Cassidy, the Sundance Kid and members of the Wild Bunch Gang or Hole-in-the-Wall Gang as they were known during their time contributed to the history of southern New Mexico and the once booming towns of Alma, Mogollon and Magdalena in the late 1890s. The outlaws used the WS Ranch near Alma as their headquarters when they worked as cowboys when hiding from the Pinkerton Detectives.

Cattle rustling, a major problem on the American frontier sparked controversy from Wyoming to New Mexico. Powerful ranchers belonging to the Cheyenne Social Club in Wyoming hired gunmen from other states to terrorize homesteaders in the Johnson County War, John Chisum used armed cowboys to protect his cattle herds along the Pecos River in southern New Mexico; and Captain William French hired Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid and members of the Wild Bunch to work on the WS Ranch in 1898 where the outlaws quickly gained control of French’s rustling problems. Some sources point out his cattle herds actually increased while Butch Cassidy was the foreman of the WS Ranch.

Captain French, a part-owner and foreman of the WS Ranch suspected his own cowboys of stealing WS cattle and fired the crew. A few days later, a man giving his name as Jim Lowe stopped at the ranch looking for work and French immediately hired him. He soon placed Lowe in a foreman position not realizing his real name was Leroy Parker or more commonly known as Butch Cassidy. The Sundance Kid or Harry Longabaugh used the name Tom Capehart while employed on the ranch.

The gang had hideouts and caches of horses and supplies at various sites along the Outlaw Trail from New Mexico to Montana. They would split up after a heist and meet months to a year later after dividing the money. Railheads in Magdalena and Silver City provided a quick get-a-way as did the Mexican border less than a hundred miles away.

French described the behavior of the Wild Bunch in a cattle drive to the Magdalena Railhead in the book Recollections of a Western Rancher. He wrote, “There was no such thing as drinking or gambling or shooting up the town. Strict discipline was always maintained, and I was frequently congratulated by the merchants of Magdalena on having such a well-behaved outfit.”
French and others the group worked for commented on their work ethic and abilities with horses and cattle. French wrote the following about Butch Cassidy’s trailing of WS cattle to Magdalena, “The way he handled those cattle over that long and dusty trail of nearly two hundred miles was a revelation. Frequently, they had to go as much as seventy-five miles without water, but he never dropped a hoof, and there was no tail to his herd when they arrived at the road.”

Cassidy worked as a foreman for Captain French and hired Elzy Lay and other pals as hands. In July of 1899, Lay, Sam Ketchum and Will Carver robbed a Colorado & Southern train at Folsom near the Colorado border. The robbery, poorly executed landed Elzy Lay in the New Mexico Territorial Prison. Sam Ketchum was killed and Carver escaped. In October, Carver used money taken in the robbery in an Alma saloon alerting the Pinkerton Detectives to the gang’s location.

Captain French was informed by detectives that Butch Cassidy and Jim Lowe were the same person and cowboys in his employment had robbed a train near Folsom. French did not turn in the outlaws, but they left the ranch soon afterwards.

No stories or exploits are linked to the outlaw gang in New Mexico Territory after the turn of the twentieth century, and they probably never returned to the WS Ranch. They moved their operations to Wyoming, Nevada and Texas before moving to Argentina and making an effort to become respectable ranchers. Butch, the Sundance Kid and Etta Place the wife or girlfriend of Sundance created a prosperous ranch hoping to avoid their outlaw pasts.

The Wild Bunch spent a relatively short time at the WS Ranch compared to their other hideout locations. Only ruins and a cemetery remain at the town site of Alma in New Mexico’s Mogollon Mountains where Jim Lowe and Tom Capehart made a name for themselves as loyal and dependable cowboys. Butch and the Wild Bunch were one of the last outlaw gangs to survive into the twentieth century.

They were killed in 1908 after a shoot-out with Bolivian soldiers after they robbed the rich, pay roll shipment of a Bolivian mine. They were surrounded and either killed by soldiers or shot one another when they realized there was no way out.
Some sources have them returning to the United States and living out their lives with family and friends. But, most of the stories have been disputed and it is more than likely true that they are buried in an unidentified grave near San Vicente, Bolivia. The last of the old, time outlaw gangs was gone and according to most researchers they were never heard from again.

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Back yard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes. This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 10th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.

You can listen to Archaeology and History in Your Back yard Monday at 1 PM, Tuesday at 7 PM, Friday at 10 AM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening.

KXNM Archives are all locally produced as MP3 Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard shows whenever you choose. Just visit our website at KXNM.org. 

