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A Hot, Wet
Summer

Oktoberfest 2015

We’re experiencing a uniquely different summer in 
the deserts of New Mexico this year. If you haven’t 
been out and about yet, you’ll hardly recognize the 
“brown, dry desert.” Take a drive to Magdalena, or 
maybe along the Bosquecito or Quebradas Roads. 
You’ll see the flat plains, rolling hills, and mesas 
covered with green gamma grass and vegetations as 
far as you can see. It’s the New Mexico “enchanted” 
desert you haven’t seen – or at least in many years.

Ojo del Amado (Beloved Spring) near the Quebradas 
byway, has several pools of water and the old dying 
trees have sprung to life for a beautiful desert oasis.

The normally dry, brown desert south of the Fite 
Ranch is teeming with green grass and plants, and 
wild flowers as far as the eye can see.

Same Ole Place . . .

Same Good Friends . . .

Same Good Music . . .

Same Good Food . . .

Saturday
OCTOBER 3, 2015
10:30 am – 3:00 pm
Hammel Museum

The planning for 
this year’s annual 
O k to be r fe s t  i s 

well underway.
 : Master cook Food
Craig has agreed to once 
again keep the gr i ll 
hoppin’ with brats and 
tasty hamburgers. And, 
of course, our lovely 
frauleins will have plenty 
of sauerkraut, beans, 
c h i p s ,  d r i n k s  a n d 
condiments to complete 
your meal. The meal line 
will serve from 11 am 
until after the last band 
performs about 3 pm.
 : Most of the Music
bands from last year 
have agreed to perform 
this year from the famed 
Oompah band to country 
and Spanish music. The 
times of each band will 
be published shortly so 
you can enjoy the music 
of your choice.
  will again Train Gang
have their model trains 
on display upstairs in the 
train room.
  are a Vendor tables
good chance to pick up 
some nice flowers and 
plants, to tasty deserts at 
the bake table.
  will be Information
emailed to all members 
when Oktoberfest 2015 
details are finalized.
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This is a unique and rare opportunity to 
tour Ted Turner’s Armendaris Ranch, El 
Camino Real trail, Valverde townsite and 

the battlefield, Black Mesa, Indian ruins, and 
many other historic sights . This auto tour is 
sponsored by SCHS with special permission of the 
Armendaris Ranch,  normally closed to the public. 
 : The cost for the trip is $100 per person ($80 Cost
SCHS members) for this day-long adventure, as 
stipulated by the Armendaris Ranch as a fund-raiser 
for SCHS – and in conjunction with the Sierra County 
Historical Society in Truth or Consequences. This is 
an  departing from Socorro at 9:00 a.m. all-day trip
and returning to Socorro about 6:00 p.m.
  will be at Paraje Fra Cristobal Our lunch stop
about 1 p.m.   and plenty of  Bring your own lunch
liquid refreshments to stay hydrated.
 : SCHS Board members Dr. Peggy Tour Guides
Hardman and Paul Harden will be your experienced 
and qualified ranch guides. There are 13 stops along 
the route, some of which are shown on the map to the 
right, that allows you to see and stomp around the 
historical features and sites. Your guides will 
describe the history of each stop.
 : The tour route is about 140 miles in The Trip
length, mostly on dirt roads. An AWD or 4WD high-
clearance vehicle is a must, especially for the drive to 
the top of Black Mesa. Those without proper vehicles 
will be paired with those who do. The number of cars 
on the tour is limited, so reserve your spot soon.
 Experience historic sites few people get to see and 
feel like a colonist centuries ago traveling the dry and 
dusty Jornada del Muerto - . the Journey of Death
Upon our return, dinner at the Owl Bar is an option.
  or to For more information reserve your 
passage, email to  or tour@socorro-history.org
call 575–838-4775 evenings. A tour map and 
brochure is available via email for the asking with 
more information and photos of the tour.
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Armendaris Ranch Tour

Saturday, September 26, 2015

About this tour:

140 mi. 8-9 hours#2
Tour   Drive distance   Length of tour

AUTO TOUR
EXCURSION

TOUR NUMBER AND NAME

By special arrangement with
Ted Turner’s Armendaris Ranch –

Socorro County Historical Society
presents a very special

mailto:tour@socorro-history.org


SCHS Memberships
 Admittedly, the SCHS membership roster has 
been incomplete and confusing over the past two 
years. We lost our last two treasurers while 
holding the office, resulting in incomplete and 
uncertain membership records being turned 
over to the Board. We simply lost visibility of our 
active membership for 2013 and 2014. 
 Not knowing who had renewed and who had 
not, the Board decided to allow the newsletters to 
be delivered and dues considered valid to all 
members until 2015.
 It’s now 2015, and thus far, we have a number 
of members who have renewed with the Society 
and a number who have not.
 The list of active members – Life Members 
and those who have thus far renewed for 
2015–2016 – are shown below.  If your name is 
not on the list, it means it is time to renew (or if 
we have made an error, please let us know). 

 We will be purging the membership list in 
mid-October. You can mail in your renewal, or 
renew at Oktoberfest. Still just $20 per year 
(cheap!). Members who have not renewed by 
shortly after Oktoberfest will be removed from 
the membership rolls and the newsletter mailing 
list. This is necessary to get our Membership List 
updated and accurate, and of course, to be fair to 
those who support the SCHS.
 Thank you for your cooperation and for your 
continued support of the Society.

  Prescilla Mauldin, Treasurer
  Paul Harden, Secretary

To renew:
SCHS annual membership is still just $20.
Mail membership fee to:
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What does
the Inca Calendar say

for 2015?

Time
to renew

Dorothy Brook
Holm Bursum
Barbara Dubois
Charles Demenna
Blake Gerard

Sonny & Genevie Baca
Robert J. Baca
Robert Eveleth
Karin Fort
Paul Harden
Peggy Hardman
Roy Heatwole
Ken Hines
Vernon & Betty Houston
Hattie Hughes
Ted Kase
Valerie Kimble
Paul & Kay Krehbiel

Jess Landers
David & Jane Love
Penny Lowmen
Jose Loya
Dave Matthews
Prescilla Mauldin
Becky Moore
David Pierce
John Seeger
Francisco Sisneros
Jonathan Spargo
Lise Spargo
Don Wolberg
Chuck Zimmerly

Regular Members (dues paid 2015-2016)

SCHS Life Members

Jeannette McKee
Donald McKelvey
Hal & Carmen Quinn
Don Tripp
Campbell & Mary Wade

 Socorro County Historical Society
 P.O. Box 921
 Socorro, New Mexico 87801

Or, contact our treasurer,
 Prescilla Mauldin
  for other options at:
 pres87801@gmail.com

With our new website, we hope to 
have PayPal activated shortly to 
m a k e  o n l i n e  r e n e w a l  m o r e 
convenient in the future.

mailto:pres87801@gmail.com


certainly none recently. 
This leaves many lingering 
questions: Was it a single 
lava eruption or several? 
How long ago were the 
eruptions? How long did 
the eruptions persist? Is it 
associated with other 
nearby lava flows? Did the 
lava flow alter the course of 
the Rio Grande? And, 
many more.
 To  answer some of 
these questions was the 
purpose of this and two 
others trips. In addition to surface analysis and 
mapping, lava samples from different areas were also 
collected for testing and dating.
 Dating lava has always been a rough estimate, at 
best, using radioactive carbon dating and other 
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One of Socorro County’s hidden gems is 
the Jornada lava field and bat caves. Not 
exactly a big secret, but due to its remote 

location on Ted Turner’s Armendaris Ranch, few 
people have been there. 
 It takes several long hours of driving on dirt roads 
and windy paths across miles of lava just to get there. 
The area is a massive lava flow and a solid lava cap 
over 12 by 18 miles in size on the east side of the Rio 
Grande. The caldera is located about 15 miles 
southeast from San Marcial and the Black Mesa area 
with portions of the ancient lava flows reaching the 
Rio Grande.
 Recently, Paul Harden had the pleasure of 
guiding a small team of geologists from New Mexico 
Tech to the lava field, the caldera, and the associated 
bat caves (with ranch permission). Paul was 
accompanied by Craig Hennies and SCHS Board 
member Dr. Peggy Hardman, under training as 
certified ranch guides. The geology team was led by 
SCHS member Dr. David Love, the Principal Senior 
Environmental Geologist at NMT, accompanied by 
Senior Volcanologist Bill McIntosh and Research 
Associate Matt Zimmerer.
  The lava flows are located in the waterless 
expanse of the famed Jornada del Muerto, and hence 
the name, Jornada lava field. The trip was in June 
with temperatures well over the 100 degree mark, 
and radiant heat from the black lava added to that, 
giving the “Journey of Death” a new appreciation. 
Leaving Socorro about 9 a.m., we finally arrived near 
the caldera about 2 p.m. The geologists quickly began 
the hike to collect lava samples from inside the crater, 
a steep climb up the lava walls of the caldera.
 It is from this caldera that 200 square miles of 
lava, many tens of feet thick, changed the face of the 
Jornada desert. In spite of the size of this prominent 
lava feature, little research has been conducted, and 

Location of the Jornada Lava Field from GoogleEarth

Closer look at the caldera, lava tubes, and bat cave

Dr. Dave Love taking 
samples and photo-
graphing the lava flows

View of one of the collapsed lava tubes, leaving a cave 
or tunnel, with the caldera in the distance.  Continued next page
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legacy methods. However, geology, like all sciences, 
has seen many recent improvements in technology 
and techniques in performing such testing. The new 
geology building on the NMT campus has several new 
labs with state of the art equipment to perform more 
accurate lava dating and analysis. Once the labs are 
fully operational, dating of the Jornada lava samples 
should give geologists a much better picture of the 
age and evolution of these historic eruptions.

Some Initial Findings
 The Jornada lava field does not appear to be the 
result of a single event, but several. Surface 
inspection in certain areas reveal apparently three 
distinct eruptions and flows over a period exceeding a 
million years. When the lava solidified, winds over 
many tens of thousands of years deposited a layer of 
small pebbles, dirt, and sand over the lava many feet 
thick. There are places where layers of lava, separated 
by layers of the deposited dirt, indicate at least three 
episodes of the Jornada caldera spewing out lava. 
Dating the lava from these different layers should 
allow a more precise date of when these three 
eruptions occurred.
 Furthermore, dating the lava layers near the 
caldera source with the more distant layers might 
indicate how long the lava eruption persisted. Did the 
lava flow for months, years or decades?
 Along the western edge of the lava fields are found 
areas of smooth, water worn rocks and pebbles. 
Known as “ancestral Rio Grande,” this is indicative of 
the ancient river bed. This identifies where the Rio 
Grande once flowed many miles east of where the 
course lies today. Dating the lava in these areas, and 
whether above or below the ancient river bed, might 
confirm if the Rio Grande got pushed further to the 
west by the lava flows or other natural processes.
 As the hot lava flowed away from the caldera, 
some flows formed rivers. The outer walls and tops of 
the flowing lava river cooled and solidified, forming 

solid tubes. Inside, the hot lava continued to flow, 
much like blood flowing through arteries. When the 
eruption ceased, the hot lava drained out of the tubes, 
leaving giant empty lava tubes some 30–100 feet in 
diameter. These lava tubes formed “tunnels” many 
miles long.
 Over the millennia, some of the roofs of the tubes 
have collapsed, leaving huge lava trenches, or 
canyons, in the otherwise flat desert. The lava tubes 
that remain intact form long tunnels or caves.

The Jornada Bat Cave
 One of these intact sections of lava tubes, about 
600 feet in length, has become home to millions of 
Mexican free-tail bats. It is considered one of North 
America’s best undisturbed bat caves with a summer 
population of 3–4 million bats (compared to 
Carlsbad Caverns 400,000 for 2015). Indications are 
the Jornada bat colony has been there for millennia.
 The evening bat flight, with over a million bats 
leaving the caves, is a sight to behold. Some photos of 
this natural wonder are on the following page, but a 
sampling of the 45-minute long spectacle.

Craig exploring the entrance to an 
intact lava tube that also forms one 
end of the Jornada bat cave.

A Dave Love photo inside the 
caldera and the crater. The caldera 
is about one-third mile across.

Geologists Matt (left) and Bill (right) 
explaining to Peggy and Paul some 
of their preliminary findings.

A section of a collapsed lava tube, with a small intact 
portion forming a narrow arch.
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Mexican free-tail bats beginning to leave the cave for 
their evening flight ritual. Emerging from the cave, the 
setting sunlight makes the black bats appear white.

Within minutes, countless thousands of bats have 
taken to the skies, flying in a unique formation.

The bats fly over the Fra Cristobal mountains to 
Elephant Butte Reservoir, a distance of over 18 miles.

Craig Hennies managed to capture an amazing sight. A 
hopeful hawk suddenly appears looking for dinner. 
With a graceful glide and talons extended, the hawk 

Watching the bats begin their flight was indeed a sight 
to behold in awe – and to photograph. Flying right over 
one’s head, it sounded like a fluttering wind.

A really lucky shot . . .

snags an unsuspecting bat. With a quick flap of his 
wings, the hawk abruptly turned and was quickly long 
gone.  A truly graceful encounter to witness.

A nice video showing some of the bat flight was captured by Craig and 
placed on YouTube at:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaOiXy9_iak

or, go to http://www.youtube.com and search for “Armendaris Bat Cave”

http://www.youtube.com


Where Was Park City and the Billings Smelter? — Part 2
by Paul Harden and Dr. Peggy Hardman
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An old woodcut of the Billings Smelter, circa. 1884-1885.  Park City is scarcely developed compared to 
known photos circa. 1888-1892. One of the images used by Peggy and Paul in locating the site.

(RIO GRANDE SMELTER)
Socorro, New Mexico

Looking northwest from
about Evergreen Drive

A general historical survey was conducted by the 
authors of the site of the old Billings Smelter and 
Park City.  In spite of being abandoned for about 100 
years, and much of the site covered and capped by a 
Superfund cleanup project in 1991, much of the 
smelter complex can still be located.

Part I Summary
 Gustav Billings purchased the Kelly Mine and built 
his famous smelter west of Socorro 1882-1883. 
Profits made by area mines and the smelter was 
largely responsible for Socorro’s “boom years.” 
Hundreds of people were employed in the mines and 
at the smelter, spending large sums of money in 
Socorro County’s businesses. Times were good. In 
1885, the Santa Fe Railroad built the spur line to 
Magdalena to more easily and economically haul the 
Kelly ores to Socorro. Billing’s Smelter expanded and 
profited even more due to the railroad. 
 The town of Park City grew just a stone’s throw 
from the smelter to house the families of the workers, 
and with it, hotels, restaurants, mercantile stores, a 
school for the children, and of course, your choice of 
saloons.
 Though Gustav Billings died prematurely in 1890, 
the business remained profitable under the 
ownership of his wife, Henriette, and local managers. 
 The year 1893 was the kiss of death for mining 
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Continued next page  

throughout the west when silver was devalued, 
closing thousands of mines and smelters. In spite of 
this, Billing’s Smelter, also known as the Rio Grande 
Smelter, continued to operate until 1894, when the 
furnaces finally went cold. The boom years were over; 
the industry that brought wealth and employment to 
Socorro were gone, and 2/3rd of the population 
moved on to greener pastures. Asarco Enterprises 
purchased the smelter in 1899, moving all the 
machinery to their smelters in El Paso, ending any 
hope of a renaissance.
 Park City, and the smelter, stood on the west side 
of Socorro for years as an abandoned ghost town. The 
site was pilfered over the years until little remained. 
In 1991, the smelter site was declared a Super Fund 
site, with much of the site and slag piles covered and 
capped. Today, little remains of the site. The local 
sentiment is nothing is now left. However, Peggy and 
Paul proved evidence of its existence is still there if 
you look hard enough and in the right places.

Finding the Smelter
 Photos in the SCHS collection, Sanborn Insurance 
and other old maps, and other items, were compared 
to current GoogleEarth images in an attempt to 
locate the smelter and Park City today. On the 
GoogleEarth images, the first feature that stood out 
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The final product.  Major structures of the smelter and Park City, from the 
Sanborn Insurance maps, are imposed on a present day GoogleEarth 
image based on the surface survey of Paul and Peggy. It clearly shows 
where the famous Billings Smelter, Park City, and railroad once stood.
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was the old railroad grade to the smelter. A ground 
survey shows the old grade is still quite evident yet 
today. It exists north of Evergreen drive and stops 
where a trestle spanning an arroyo once stood.
 The old grade continues north of the arroyo, 
skimming the back fence of the homes owned by the 
Armijo families, to the smelter site. It appears the 
50,000 gallon water tank once stood in the northeast 
corner of the Armijo’s back yard.
 Much of what was found was described and 
accompanied by photos in Part I of this article. This 
included identifying the location of the Engine 
House, the furnaces, and the Crushing Plant. 
Additional photos are included at the end of this 
article.

Finding Park City
 Finding Park City was a little more challenging as 
there is simply nothing left. The area has been leveled 
and the land owner was not available for permission 
to “snoop around.” Still, we found several indicators.
 Historic images of the smelter site show the 
location of Park City to be very near and slightly 
southwest of the smelter. Sanborn 
Insurance maps documents many of 
the buildings and the street layout, 
forming an area of six square blocks. 
This street pattern is vaguely visible 
on GoogleEarth. Park City’s main 
street was called Calhoun Ave.
 Images also show the brick school 
house to be nearly due west of the 
railroad trestle over the arroyo. 
Linear ground disturbance and 
some old cement pieces in the area 
are likely remains of the school-
house, but nothing else was found.
 There are two generations of 
Armijo’s now living on the east end 
of Park City. The elder Armijo says 
their property has been in the family 
since his father owned it in the Park 
City days. He has paid taxes on the 
property since to keep it in the 
family. About the time of the Super 
Fund cleanup in 1991, he decided to build a home on 
the site as a retirement home. A few years later, two 
of his sons also built homes on the property. When 
clearing the property to build the homes, they all 
have stories of finding railroad track, ties, iron 
molds, and the trucks to an ore car.
 By the 1920s, Park City had been abandoned and 
Socorro in hard times for a generation. People in 

Socorro began to pilfer the homes and businesses in 
Park City for furnishings, building materials, and 
anything else that could be salvaged – even tearing 
off the roofs just for firewood. A few old timers in 
Socorro state that after the 1929 flood destroyed San 
Marcial, many of those families moved to Socorro. 
With no jobs or money, some built homes by 
dismantling the homes in Park City.
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Photo: Peggy Hardman
Looking east at some of the slag piles from about the 
locationof the Furnace house (ovens).

Photo: Peggy Hardman
A view from the smelter site to the southwest 
overlooking the Park City townsite. DicaPerl plant is in 
distance; the houses mark the location of the east side 
of Park City. Between fence and houses is the 
abandoned railroad right of way.

 Most elder Socorroans recall that there just wasn’t 
much left of Park City by World War II, though some 
walls of the buildings, ore cars and rusty machinery 
from the smelter were still scattered about the ruins 
and slag piles. This was certainly the case when Paul 
Harden first visited the site in 1977. These items were 
all removed or buried during the Super Fund cleanup 
in 1991.

Photo: SCHS/Joseph Smith
Billings Smelter circa. 1888, with Engine House on left 
and Furnace House with the brick ovens in center.

 Today, there is nothing left of Park City except the 
faint outlines of a few foundations and what may be 
the remnants of a couple of the streets, including the 
main business street, Calhoun Avenue.
 It’s hard to believe a town could just vanish with 
few, if any, remaining traces. Once they have served 
their purpose and left abandoned, nature and man 
seems to level such towns fairly quickly. Today’s 
ghost towns of Kelly, Puertocito, Riley (Santa Rita), 
and others are evidence of once flourishing towns 

that today contain but a scant reminder of its former 
glory. Of the 2,500 people and dozens of businesses 
that once made the mining town of Kelly, the old 
church and remnants of a few buildings are that 
remain.  Today, Park City contains even less.
 Fortunately, there still remains a few hints of the 
once flourishing Billings Smelter, even if just a few 
piles of razed bricks and slag piles.
 Much of Socorro’s late territorial history is the 
result of the mining boom years. And, that prosperity 
revolved heavily around the Billing’s Smelter and 
Park City. It is a shame that what contributed to so 
much of Socorro’s history is now gone.
 For more information on the history of the Billings 
Smelter, we recommend Robert Eveleth’s well 
researched article entitled, “Gustav Billing, the Kelly 
Mine, and the Great Smelter at Park City, Socorro 
County, New Mexico.” It is available on the New 
Mexico Tech website at:
https://nmgs.nmt.edu/publications/guidebooks/34/
then, scroll down the page to find the article listed 
under “Papers.”

Photo: Paul Harden
Piles of bricks where the Furnace house (ovens) once 
stood.  Looking north.

https://nmgs.nmt.edu/publications/guidebooks/34/
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Photo: SCHS photo archives
Inside view of molten lead being poured from one of 
the smelter furnaces. The ladle cars of molten lead 
moved oven-to-oven on a light rail system.

Photo: Paul Harden
Paul finds a piece of the light rail near the location of 
the ore bins and water tank.

Photo: Peggy Hardman
Unidentified metal debris near the location of the 
Engine House. The Engine House contained electric 
generators, air compressors, water pumps, and other 
machinery to support the operation.

Photo: Peggy Hardman
Peggy finds another piece of light rail near the location 
of the Furnace House ovens.

Photo: SCHS photo archives
A 2-ft. light rail system also carried crushed ores to the 
ovens, and molten lead to be poured into the molds, as 
shown here.

Where Was Park City and the Billings Smelter? (con’t)

Photo: Peggy Hardman
A closer look at the brick pile through Peggy’s lens. 
Most bricks are broken, a sign the ovens were razed, 
rather than crumbling on their own.


