Archaeology & History in Your Backyard
Hanging Trees Part II

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Backyard and my name is Dixie. X 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 backyard. 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 present the conclusion to a two part series on the Old West Practice of Using Hanging Trees.

This program was written by Dixie Boyle and Susan Lee and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

Last week we heard stories about the hanging tree in Los Lunas, and this week we will continue with stories about another hanging tree in Socorro.

Susan Lee wrote the book These Also Served in 1960. She wrote the following about a hanging tree in Socorro.

In 1917 I was visiting one of my girlfriends, Pearl, in Socorro, and for lack of anything better to do my friend asked me if I would like to see the Hanging Tree, as this seemed to be one of the main places of interest to the younger set. I said I would like to see the tree.

Pearl took me to what was then Death Alley. This alley was located along the south side of the Park Hotel. It was a narrow alley and not too long. The tree was growing a short distance from the entrance. It was a large cottonwood and very similar to the one growing in Los Lunas except the limb on which men were hung did not turn down at the end. It grew straight out from the trunk of the tree and if anything, turned up a trifle at the end.
In the 1880s there were a lot of orphans left so by their parents being killed by Indians, as there were no homes for these children, the boys earned their living by working or the ranchers at a very early age. They could do chores and they were given a home in return, no wages but room, board and clothes.

Two such boys, age 12 and 14, had been working for a rancher near Socorro and they decided to try and locate their people so wanted to get to Socorro and hoped from there to get a ride back to their home state. I am not too sure but I think it was Missouri. The rancher was glad to help the boys find their people so gave them what little money he could spare and an old horse. The horse was too old for use on the ranch but would carry the boys to Socorro and they could dispose of him and keep that money he brought to help them on their trip. The rancher never thought to give the children a bill of sale to the animal, not dreaming that there would be anyone low enough to accuse two children to stealing an old stove up horse.

Socorro had a remnant of a vigilante committee that had grown ruthless and thrill hungry and when the two boys came to Socorro they demanded to know who they were, where they came from and also wanted some proof of their ownership of the old horse. The boys told them the truth and who gave them the horse and although it would have been a simple matter to contact the rancher, these kill-crazy men saw a chance to get a thrill and would not give the boys time to prove their innocence or give them a trial but took them to Death Alley and hung them. They hung the twelve year old first and then they started to hang the fourteen year old they asked him if he had anything to say. As the story goes the boy answered that all he had to say was that he was putting a curse on Socorro and those that killed his little brother. He said Socorro would never prosper. 

In February of 1959, I went back to Socorro and hoped to find the tree but it was gone. Death Alley was also gone. The telephone building stands where the entrance used to be and other buildings have covered the location where the tree grew. I talked to the very gracious lady who owns the Park Hotel and she took me out and showed me where it used to grow. The tree and alley are both gone and so are those men responsible for the deaths of so many innocent people. With their passing the curse has surely been lifted as Socorro is now a prosperous little city and the people are friendly.

One more hanging tree was found in Belen and often used by a frontier judge named Don Felipe Chavez. His home as well as the hanging tree were once located to the west of where Walgreens is now found. He quickly and efficiently handed out his form of frontier justice by trying those committing a crime and then attaching their bodies to the hanging tree.  Many felt he was a little too free with hanging many of the criminals before they received a proper trial, but Chavez felt he had given them a proper trial and they deserved their fate. The story of Felipe Chavez began in 1835, in Los Padillas, south of Albuquerque and he quickly gained political clout throughout Valencia County and New Mexico. 
As law enforcement became more stable on the American Frontier, the practice of using hanging trees became a thing of the past. Vigilante committees were outlawed as it was felt these criminals deserved a fair trial and should be tried in a legal courtroom where both sides of their crime were weighed by a jury and judge. It was felt many of those dispensing this form of frontier justice were as bad as the criminals as in many cases the wrong person was hung and those committing the crime never prosecuted. They felt they were above the law. In the early years on the American Frontier, this form of punishment was often the only means of taking care of these criminals. It seems to have gotten a little out of hand during the last years this practice was used though. 
This has been Archaeology and History in Your Backyard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes. 

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 Backyard Tuesday at 7 PM, Thursday at 12:15 PM 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 shows whenever you choose. Just visit our web site at KXNM.org. Talk to you later.
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