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Abstract

The Pecos Mail Station and Camp Melwere constructed for the San Antofio-El Paso Mail Line (also
known as the Ben Ficklin Mail Line). Theeeesitesthat encompass the entire operatiawe been
knownby thelraan, Texas area locamcethe town was founded in the late 192@eneations of familes
have been climbing the roakalled station, the nearby corrahd military camp to look for interesting trash
that might have been left behifmr as long as they can remember. The nearby anddongpontoon
bridgeis a legend in tharchives of Tran®ecos history. Historians have written stories fthenfew

military records andhe personal narratives of tranching familiesandtheir cattle and wagon crossings

heading across the muddy, winding, and dangerous Pecos River.
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So,why would we begin another archeological study of what everyone has known aboutsthyd

forgotten and written off as an old memory? The answer is that the complete and complex story was neve
actually told. Everyone just assumed it was just therelagdasteda little overfor 12 years, and wasoge.

But the story goes much deep&Vith new archeological and research techniques, we can now tell the whole

storyi the human storyfrom beginning to end.

There arewo chapters to the Pecos Mail Station and Camp Melvisignificant amount of time and effort
went into the construction, and then there was the operational period of over 12 years. This report will cove

the two chapters in historyith thearcheology taunderstand them

History

Most of the Pecos Mail Station period documentattomes from the U.S. Army records, specifically the
reports from Fort Sttkton. In Aprilof 1868 Fort St ockt onds Commander, Cc
the 9" Cavalry to scout out a new site for a mail coach river crosimgriverfrom Horsehead Crossing

due to the Indian problems that were not abating for that crosBegaminF i ¢ k | i had senmeng
the ol d Butt er fsiatohtadcro® therivdardmehd thileort Stacktdor the San Antonio to

El Paso Mail LineThe Horsehead Crossing Station, previously built and used by the Butterfield Overland
Mail Line beforethe Civil War, was being reused beginnindMarch 1868. (Ashmore) Cahel Hatch had
detached a small unit to protect it. However, they were unable to stop the Indian depratittestation

or properly protect the passengers. By June they had found a location for a new crossing and named it
Ficklin Ferry Crossing. (Asterman)BenjaminFicklin set up the same technique for crossing the river at
this newlocation aghey had aHorsehead Crossingd small skiff boat was used to ferry passengers and

mail across the river while stagecoaches waited on each side ofahe ri

Although the orders came from Colonel Hatch, Ben Ficklin had ongoing direct communication with
Brigadier General J. J. Reynold§! Bistrict Commander, Texas, regarding his problems at the many stations
across West Texas. General Reynolds promised to assist in protecting the stations, which led to the
subsequent orders and military detachments sent to each station throughout \&estfiese were all

guarded by the now famous Buffalo Soldi€Barton) Thus, the orders to find and move to a safer location

on the Pecos River likelgriginated from the 5" District Headquarters, San Antonio, to Fort Stockton.

Colonel Hatch setrout Special Order 56n July £* 1868 orderingthe mail crossing point be moved from
Horsehead Crogsj to a new locatiodownriver On July 12" 1868 a detachment of Company A, %41
Infantry Regimentled by F! Lieutenant Robert Weslgeparted-ort Stocktonandmade its way to the new

Ficklin Ferry Crossingpointto assist in constructing the new crossing and their ammpcandoicket post
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guard operationsOn July 17", the detachment from Company G, 41st Infantry Regintemtarted
Horsehead CrosginStation and returned Eort Stocktonindicating the station was at that time abandoned.

Thus, the newecos River Ficklin Ferry Crossingas operationah mid-late July, 1868.

_Ca;np Grierson’s Spri

Google Earth

Route(s) From Fort Conchoto Fort Stockton

Colonel Hatch was given a large budigetS" District Headquarters, Texa® get Fort Stockton rebuilt
beginningwith the reoccupation in July, 1867. Construction began in Septemte863f with four stone
masons, 12 teamsters, and four quarrymdmes& numbers jumped dramatically in October to 58 masons,

12 teamsters and 6 quarrymen. This continued throughout the rest of 1867 and well intohiBg&ar

1868 began with 33 masons and dropped down to 18 masons and 12 teamsters by May. Itgpipeared
numbers that the work of rebuilding the fort was beginning to recetiwever, in August the numbers
jumped back up to 24 stone masons and 20 teamsters. There is nothing in records to say exactly what the
contractors were working on each mgrivut the jump in numbers was consistent from August 1868 through
February of 1869, when thegain began tdrop off. In March they were down to 10 masons and 20

teamsters, and from Aprll869on it dropped to four, and sometimes two masons per month.

At the same timen the report to Congress, dated August 1868, the Quartermaster, District of Texas,

reportedi At St ockton nothing could be procurdadet owa



post being in the middle of the plains, pras, and barren mountains, extending hundreds of miles in

every direction. It was determined to build at

So, the question is, O0lf they were building wit
such a large number of stone masand teamstengell into 1869? We believe the answer is the incredible
task they took oo build thePecos Miil Stationasa stone compounahnd itsstonecorral. The statiowalls
measurepproximatelylO feet in height? feet wide, an@20 feet in total lengthThestone corralvall
measured approximateyfeet in height2.5 feet wideand 700 feet in totathgth,taking up over a half acre

in space.

Thedrop-off in numbers indicates the construction of the two sites was probably completed by April 1869.
However, we know the ferry crossing continued to be used through at least Junen&8@9arriet Bunyard

in a wagon trairwrote in her journal about crossing the riverflmating thewagors while their possessions
being taken across in the ferry skiff. We also know the ferry crossing was still being used four months late
in October, when Major C.M. Tunneleported still | ooking for a bri
(Dearen) But the next month, in Noweber, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Hunt, while on his way to Fort
Davis,reportedd he fiol d Camp Mel b Given thiswe camaetermamtha thedolitary d .
moved their camp to begin defense of the new operationatsite end of October or early November of

1869 Two months laterin Decembert he For t Da v iedof suravgletiooughshe aréegt o r t
the pontoon bridge was place. (Dearen) Given these reports we can assume the delay between the
completion of stonework and startup of operations at the new site was due to getting the pontoon bridge tc

put in place.

Chapter One: Construction

The construction of the twsitesi the stone station and stone corralas a massive operation, conducted by
skilled quarrymen, stone masons, and teamsters to transport all the\Wemstimatehe stationtook

around522 tons andhe corral tookanother770tons of stone.The amount o§toneworkand shaping could

only have been done by skilled quarrymen and stone masons of the time. The amount of stone required f

dry construct these two sites indicates a massive operation with many wagons for heavy transport to the s

Therewere three quarry sites halfway up the hill at the first large rock sBelbw them were two sets of
loading wagon roads, one high and one low. Below the wagon loadirgwesaidund five tent platforms
The platforms were leveled so we coaiéasure them and determine approximately how many tents were in

each platform.Two platforms measured 12 X 8y, one 7 X 3ds and two 5 X 3yds  Each was strewn



with period can trash and supply box strapping. We estimated these accommodatedtatateprobably
all large singleman tents.

From the loading areathe wagon
traces went either to one of twtone
shapingcamps or straight out to one
of the construction sites€Eachstone
shapingcamp had tent platforms that
would have accommodated two tentd
Broken rubble was strewn below the
shaping sitéent areas and the same

period cans and trash could be foung
In stoneshapingcamp #2 (east side)
several unfinished or unused stone

blocks were also left behind.

Trash Found Around Tent Site Pads

Quarry Sites(above) Wagon Roads Tent Sites Below, Stone Shaping Sites #1 & #2 bottom



Stone Shaping Camp #2 (mound patrtially covered) Left behind shaped stones
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Tent Platform below Quarry Sites

At one of the stongshaping sitesve found a mule shoe and nail thathe
size ofthe small Spanish mules. These are the mules that were used
stage line from the Concho Mail Station, near Fort Concho, on their
westward route. This a goodndicaion thatthe mules being usday the
construction workers weredm the stage line, and suppdtiat he stage
line and the U.S. Army (with their contracted workevgye collaborating

for the construction of this station and corral.

SRR ]

SpanishSized Mule Shoeand Nail Found At Stone Shaping Site

Ry

To the far east of the operational atieare is one particular site witrje quarried stones lininig which
we designated Tent Site #1t is in line butseparated from the other tent sibgsl25 feet. The othéent
sites are laid out 35 feet apartd dug out to be level, but moick-lined. This wasprobablythe operations
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supervisod s ditee Anly operation of this magnitudeould haverequiredanoverall supervisor and he
would have been given a site created to suit his posi#alditionally, we can traca perimetekagon road

going tothis site specifically. This wagon roadan betraced to the far western side of the operations area.

Although this and the other tent sites are strewn with the normal metal trash found at all camps, one
significant artifact was discovered neatthis particular site. It is the internadckplatecover over the

gears of a pocket watch. This, along with theatmn and theuarriedstone lining, helps to identify this
particular tent si t e Afestheaxongtructidn phlade eias sompletad siie siasr 0 s

likely taken over byhe NCO in charge of the military detachment.

Peri meter wagon road trace Probabl e

PocketWatch Back Plate Cover



Examplesof Back Plate Covers On Pocket Watches

There are five more tent sites in this area. All are the same size as site #1 (10 X 15)stoaehoed.

They are all dug to be leveled out as a tent site. AobBplace 8X 10 stonéned site sits above the other

tent sites. It is speculatiobut this may well have been a central latrine site, possghlcoveredand
stonelinedto reinforce the walls againsavein. The site is north of thientsites with a predominant south
windint hi s ar ea. Based on weassess tievetagjacenbitesavers prabably v i s
the primary stone masonodés tent si t ehghestpmidwotkdrey w

in this operation.

“H-Gasgle Eartly

Probable Supervisor, Five More Tent Sitesand PossibleLatrine Site Above
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If you count up the tent sites we believe are relateticmework(quarry, shaping, construction) we come up
with 21 personnel. That is very close to the military regbdsranged from 20 to 24 from August 1869 to
January 180, before beginning to drop off for the next two months @94@8 & 10respectively and then
dropping completely down to four in April.

The second part of the operation was the teamsters, needed to transport all the quarried rock to the
construction sitesThere were 16 20 teamstersdepending on the montbpntracted by Fort Stockton from
August 1868 to March B®. It appears the teamsters set up their camp and wagon parking aretowrethe
west side of the operations area of the quarry hill. Thidmparea isvell-worn compared to other areas
and connects to all the roattuctureghroughout the operational area. Just above the parkingrsedaund
typical period trash, similar to the other camp areas. The parking area appears to be 8¢t Argbcould

easilycontain 12 wagonpulled by4-mule teams.

AssessedVagon Parking Area and Teamster Camp Sitéactual dimensions dfeavywagons)

After the wagons departed the quarry area the roads headed south to the Pecos Mail Station construction

with aturn-off over to the corral construction site.
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Pontoon Crossing &

Googlékarth

Roadsfrom Quarry Area to Two Construction Sites

The corral itself covered over a half acre and the walls were originally around siigfeetWe know this
from an early 1900photograph taken before the walls had completely collapSeglasewood stands
approximately four feet high at full growth. Withis, we can make a good estimatéhe photograpbf the
wall being six feet highThis corral was hugenclosing.60 of an acreor 26136 square feetWe can only
speculate why such a large corral was built, with the best guess beidgehathe Indian threathey never

wanted the animals toe outside of the corral other than relievistagecoackeamsat the station

Photograph of Corral from the Early 1900s
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The wallswere built 2.5 feet wide. Two lines of faced rock were, laith a gap in the middle to be filled in

with rubble. In this waythe shaping masons only had to make a flat face on one side of the large stones.

T

This saved quite a bit of work and made a stronger

Corral Stone Wall

Unfortunately, in the 1990saelectrical power line right of way waseated that ran past the northeast

corner of the corral. The corral had not been designated an historic site and the electrical company bulldo
the corner underneath the right ciyv This shows the importance of designating historic sites with the
Texas Historical Commissiad properlydocument angreserve these sites against encroaching
modernization where alternatives can be consideféds site is novwseparatelylesignatedn the Texas
Archeological Research Laborataigtabase, University of TexaadTexas Historical Commissioas
41CX1826.
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NortheastCornerof Cor r al 6 s B udnd Rbwez lends ABovee a

The Pecos Mail Station was the entire reason for all of this construction. Although it was given the name ¢
6mail station,d it was essentially a stagecoach

havingto cross the riverMore imnmediately, it was on the way or coming from Fort Stockton.

All the stone was considered a requirement due to the Indian problems of the time. Attacking stations,

mostly to steal the animals, was a constant problem and a real danger in this open Efawiriyto stop to
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change mule teams, or the corralling of those teams for rest needed serious protection. Indexpewsre

at overcoming just about any method that had been devised. Very high rock walls with very heavy gates &
military guardswerethe only way they had come up with that seemed to deter theerd even that

oftentimesdid not work.

Pecos Mail Station Riins. (NoteC.A. Maedgen standing netdye collapsed walbntheleft side

The station consisted @b-foot high walls(see photo at beginning tife report)with a 45 X45-foot

courtyard that the stagecoaches could drive into for their mule team changBoe@mtrance appears to

have been gated10-foot wide opening. The north side of the station is taken up bydams and a
storeroom/tack shed. The two rooms probably shared a central fireplace, open to each room. The commc
area appears to be 15 % f2et and has a rear door leading out sonall, stonelined platform that was their
outhouse. The second roomasvprobably sleeping quarters andasured 5 X 15 feet. The storeroom was

set back from an alcove and measured approximately 5 X 10 feet.
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On the south side of the compound was built a small stone structure that had no entrance into the main
compound.The door into it was on the west side. It measures 12 X 12 feet. &aaeglagon road leading

to this small structure from the military area, we can assess this was a guard post, and probably a
documentedjuard house used for detaining any militaryssis that were put up on charges. Since they
would need to see to the northeast, we can determine it was probably at least as high as the niit walls
the location also gave them a good view of the pontoon bridge crossing, located 170 yardsafhneer, t

west

The Pecos Station walls followed a similar construction technique as the corral, but the walls were 2 feet
wide versus 2.5 feet. They were laid out in a double line of stongome casefully squared blocks were
used especially at thbase of the walland in other cases appears only one face of the stone was shaped.

Small pieces were placed to level eanWw of stoneand fill in gaps.

Pecos Mail Stn

Double-Line Stone Wall
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Fully Cut Blocks on Baseof Wall

Chapter Two: PecosMail Station Operations and thePontoon CrossingBridge

It appearsrom the records that there wagapof severnmonths(April 7 end of October 1869%etween the

end of stone construction and the move from the Ficklin Ferry Crossihg teew site Thiswaslikely due

to thedelay by the Army on just how they were to build a bridge across the il .was a critical element

of the new site. hvould allow for stagecoaches and otlstéaindaresizedwagons to cross the river. Itis

likely that once the stone construction endbd efforts begano prepardor bridgingconstruction. This
bridging would have required a military engineering company, probably out of San Antonio. It was these
military engineering companies that had the means and skills to build these bridges. Their expertise came
from their bridging operations during the Civil Wakccording to a military communication in 1882

between Fort Concho arnlde commanding officer at the Grson Springs detachment, the bridge was jointly
owned by the government and the Ben Ficklin Mail Line. (Dearée)gathering of equipment and
transportation for such a large bridging operation, and then the building itself, would account for the

extendederiod of time for completion.

A Civil War pontoon bridge Transporting the pontoons
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Another factor for thelelay was likely caused by the Army first attempting to move a sspgfe wooden

bridge from Lancaster Crossing to this location, beginning in December(B8&8en)T he r ecor d s
show justhow long this took, but it could not have been an easy task, taking anvestilenbridge apda

and transporting it by wagon, 32 miles upriver, only to find the bridge was too short and another way must
be found. The remains of the abutment for thedawooden bridge attempt remain below the stone mail
station.

o i
N RN

Earthen ramp and retaining wall

This is the abutment for the bridgéprior to pontoon bridge)that was never built (photo 2002,courtesy Bill Yeates)

The pontoon floating bridge was the second chthiae ®uld handle wagoni that period It is a much
larger operation than mostdaycan conceive. And given that theestside embankmens at least 15 feet
higher than the north sida water levelthe bridge would have been quite long. By followihg oldwagon
trace that runs patite station and down to the bridge area, wa@dafind what would have been the bridge
abutment, oeastsideentrance.Through Google Earth we can also find the elevation, arsgtive points
on each side of the rivarethesame However, a dip in the bridge to the expected water line would still
require dairly mild cutbank climb out on the west sitlekeep the bridge angle from becoming too steep
This would make the bridge approximately 170 feet loAghotograph of aery similar pontoon bridge of
the period givea good perspective of the size of this bridgealsogives a good perspective of the
requirements needed to build a structure of this size, far awayttiemmajor supplies needed.
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Aerial View from 2003 Where the West Side Road Is Clearly Visibléphoto 2003courtesy Bill Yeates)

East Side Abutment Area, High Water Lines,and Line Of Bridge
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