
Archaeology and History in Your BackYard - The Last Hanging in New Mexico
Hello Everyone, this is Archaeology and History in Your BackYard and my name is Sharon Hanna.  KXNM 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 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 here in Central New Mexico.  Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting the past.

Today’s program is based upon an event that occurred in Duran, New Mexico.  The information is from various sources, including Torrance County History, published by the Torrance County Historical Society; Los Arabes of New Mexico, Compadres from a Distant Land by Monika Ghattas; Julie Carter’s article, “Hang ‘Em High for the Last Time: The last legal hanging in New Mexico” at www.saltmissionstrail.wordpress.com; and past discussions with my good friend Brahaim Hindi, Sr.

Anton J. Coury came to Santa Rosa from Lebanon in 1897.  Eight years later he visited Lebanon and returned with a wife, Raffna.  In 1913 they moved to Duran and purchased the mercantile store there.  When they arrived Duran was a thriving railroad center in cattle and sheep ranching country with a population of about 2000 people.

After his first store burned in 1917 Anton constructed a two-story building with native stone.  The second story contained living quarters for his family and thirteen rooms which were rented to railroad workers.

On September 3, 1921 five Mexican Nationals entered the Coury store to rob it.  Mr. Coury was shot and killed; Mrs. Coury struggled with another thief and was wounded in the process.  A bullet glanced off her corset stay, saving her life.  The gun jammed and was dropped.  One of the men shot at young Fred Coury and missed.  Fred began throwing cans of tomatoes at the men, hitting the head of the one that shot his mother and knocking off his hat.  The men escaped, but their horses left a plain trail to the east.  Bloodhounds from the state penitentiary helped track them down with the scent from the gun and hat.  Four of the men were captured a few days later near Roswell.  One man, Eziquel Machucha, presumably escaped to Mexico and was never found.

The four captives were tried in Estancia and convicted of first degree murder.  On June 30th Judge Edwin C. Mechem ordered them to be hanged in the jail yard at Estancia on Friday, July 28, 1922.

The night before the hanging Carlos/Carmen Renteria, Ysidro Miranda and Luis Medrano were brought to Estancia from the penitentiary at Santa Fe by Sheriff John Block, Deputy Carl B. Custer and Assistant Deputies Joe Robinson and D. H. Jamison.  Francisco Vaisas was granted a reprieve and remained in Santa Fe.

Hundreds of people had gathered to watch the sunrise hanging, but the gallows platform was draped with a tarp.  All the observers could see was the silhouettes of the men created by the rising sun shining on the canvas.  Apparently they all died slow deaths.  This was the first and last multiple hanging to take place in New Mexico.

The bodies of Renteria and Medrano were buried in unmarked graves in the Estancia Cemetery.  Miranda’s body was taken to Vaughn at the request of his sister, who lived there.

Francisco Vaisas’ reprieve merely delayed his death.  On April 6, 1923, with few observers, he became the 75th and last person legally hanged in New Mexico.  He also was buried in an unmarked grave near Renteria and Medrano.

A nephew of Anton Coury, Raymond Shaya, sold his business in Roy, New Mexico and moved to Duran to help the family operate the store.  He believed the crime was for revenge; while Anton Coury was a deputy sheriff in Santa Rosa he had arrested the five outlaws for cattle rustling.

The Coury children, Anna and Fred, helped in the store and another daughter, Emma, taught school in Duran for eight years.  Raffna had an open house the year around and friends gathered often and enjoyed her hospitality.  The local pastime was card playing and going to every dance in the area, often held in their large home.  Parents knew that when their children were at Mama Coury’s they were in good hands.  

After her children married and left home, Raffna stayed in Duran until ill health forced her to liquidate the business.  She passed away in the home of her daughter in Santa Fe on February 21, 1969.  She and Anton are buried in the Moreno Cemetary several miles from Duran on private property.

In 1931 the railroad tore down the roundhouse and moved the terminal out of Duran and the town dwindled to a few remaining residents.  The shell of the impressive Coury building is still standing in Duran, in spite of almost a hundred years of vibrations from the busy railroad track only a few feet away.  The present owner has boarded up the windows and entrances due to the unsafe condition of the building’s interior.  With its excellent rock work still obvious, the Coury store stands as a monument to what the town used to be.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7:00 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 in Your Back Yard Monday at 1 PM, Tuesday at 7 PM, Friday at 10 AM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening.

