Archaeology & History in Your Back Yard
History of Magdalena & the Magdalena Driveway

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Own Back Yard 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 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 Magdalena Driveway & Magdalena a cattle town. 
This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

The history of Magdalena is made up of stories about Spanish explorers, Apache and Navajo Indians, miners, speculators, ranchers and cattle drives. The discovery of silver ore at Kelly in 1863 and the railroad led to the development of Magdalena. Settlement began in 1875 but it would take another nine years for the town to be officially established.

The following year the AT&SF Railroad built a spur line to Magdalena causing the community to boom as a major shipping point for ore and later livestock on the Magdalena Driveway. The town known as Magdalena Mines had a post office by 1878 and a total of forty seven residents. They were all male and listed their occupations as nine laborers, thirty-six miners, one doctor and one blacksmith.
The town took its name from the distinct peak south of town named by a priest and group of Spanish soldiers in the 1540s looking for safety while being pursued by the Apache. There two versions to the meaning of the peak. One, the mountain reminded the group of a mountain back in Spain and they named the peak “La Sierra de Magdalena” in its honor. In the other version the group saw the face of Mary Magdalene appear on the side of the mountain and named the peak after her.

F.G. Bartlett built the first business in Magdalena in 1883 and began buying and selling wool. His Ranch Supply Company of Magdalena was one of the oldest businesses in the area. Bartlett helped to organize the First National Bank and he owned the Liberty Hotel.

Magdalena very quickly gained the reputation as a rip-roaring, cow and mining town where the rules of society did not always apply. The cowboys enjoyed running their horses down the boardwalk and urging their horses to jump off the end near the train depot. 

Agnes Morley Cleveland wrote about the rowdiness of the frontier town in her book No Life for a Lady. Her family was one of the original ones from the Datil area but they passed through in 1886 en route to the ranch they had recently purchased in the Datil Mountains.

She wrote, “We arrived in Magdalena in February of 1886. . .please give us a room that is not directly over the barroom my mother stipulated to the hotel keeper when we arrived. I’m afraid those bullets will come up through the floor. It was years afterwards before Magdalena gathered itself together and made it a misdemeanor to shoot within the town limits.”
Railheads throughout the American West were often full of rowdy cowboys looking to have a good time after weeks on the trail. Transient were often seen traveling through town as they moved from one mine to another in their quest to get rich. Cattlemen brought herd after herd to the railroad to ship to Chicago meat packing houses where the meat was in much demand.

The stockyards remain on the north end of town where thousands of head of livestock were trailed on the Magdalena Driveway as evidence of the town’s frontier roots. With a little imagination, a faint image of Mary Magdalena still appears in the afternoon light near Magdalena Peak. It is unfortunate the peak cannot relate the history of the area, as it certainly would have an interesting story to tell starting with the Apache and miners who first lived in the area to the ranchers who followed. 
The Magdalena Driveway was an important means of getting cattle and sheep to market. The one and twenty miles driveway was set aside when ranchers in the area petitioned for it to remain an official driveway and therefore not available for homesteading. The driveway was used to trail livestock from eastern Arizona and southern New Mexico to the railroad in Magdalena.

In 1970 David Farr was the last rancher to trail cattle to the railhead by using the driveway. In an interview with BLM archaeologist Brenda Wilkinson he explains a little history of the Magdalena Driveway.

According to an interview Farr stated he always took three horses on cattle drives. He explains his reasons, “You’d ride one in the morning, and one in the afternoon and one at night, and have an extra horse,” he explained. 
Those trailing livestock to the railhead started the drives at the same date each year. “For years we started the drives on October 20 but in later years the dated was changed to October 18,” explained Farr. The herds would line up on the trail and the Santa Fe Railroad agent in Magdalena ran the operations once the herds arrived in town.

“It was a nightmare when we got the cattle to Magdalena. Those steam engines would let off steam and the sound would turn the cows. With dogs barking and cowboys yelling it was a real job to get those cows up to the corral,” stated Farr.

According to Farr the driveway fell into disuse during the years prior to World War II as people were starting to use trucks to transport their cattle to market. “During the war people returned to using the stock highway again due to shortages in fuel, steel and rubber,” pointed out Farr.

The cowboys spent their hard earned money on alcohol and other vices provided in the cattle town. Most of the time they remained in town a few days until their money was gone. According to Farr, “Many times all the cowboys got drunk and many times my brothers and I took all the horses homes.”

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard, 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 Own 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 shows whenever you choose. Just visit our Web site at KXNM.org. Talk to you later! 
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