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Chapter 4. THE McSWEEN HOUSE AND ITS ROLE IN THE LINCOLN COUNTY WAR

The Lincoln County War has been discussed in detail by Mullin
(1968) and Keleher (1982). Biographies have been written on several
individuals who were involved in the conflict, including John H.
Tunstall (Nolan 1965), Sheriff William Brady (Lavash 1986), Jesse
Evans (McCright and Powell 1983), Billy the Kid (Tuska 1983; Utley
1986), George Coe (Coe 1951), Alexander McSween (Ut1ey 1986), and
Nathan Dudley (Greenly 1986; Ut1ey 1986).

The Lincoln county War was the result of bitter conflict between

two factions seeking political and economic control of Lincoln

County. Lincoln County in the 1870s encompassed the southeastern

quarter of New Mexico Territory, the largest county in the United

States. From 1866 to 1873, Lawrence G. Murphy and Emil Fritz operated

a sutler's store at Fort Stanton, but were evicted because of their

undesirable business practices. The Murphy-Fritz partnership ended in

June 1874, when Fritz died while in Germany (Nolan 1965:449-450).

Other associates were James J. Dolan and John H. Riley.

L. G. Murphy withdrew from his partnership with James J. Do1an in

1877. Do1an went into partnership with John H. Riley, forming the

company known as J. J. Do1an and Co. (Ke1eher 1982:54, 56).

On March 3, 1875, Alexander and Susan McSween arrived in Lincoln

to set up a law practice. L. G. Murphy was one of McSween's clients.

In 1876, John H. Tunstall arrived from London to develop a financial

empire. Tunstall and McSween went into direct competition with J. J.

Dolan and Co. by establishing a store and bank and by competing for

government beef contracts to supply the Mescalero Indians on their

reservation near Ruidoso. John S. Chisum, a large rancher on the

Pecos River, was a partner with Tunstall and McSween.

Charging that Alexander McSween embezzled Emil Fritz' $10,000

life insurance money, Dolan convinced the Fritz' heirs to file charges

against McSween. As a result, Sheriff Brady attached and inventoried

the McSween property, which was a complicated process because of

McSween's business arrangements with Tunstall. Sheriff Brady's posse,
led by Buck Morton, went to the Tunstall Ranch to attach a herd of

horses. On February 1878, they met Tunstall on his way to Lincoln and

shot him and his horse, claiming he resisted being served the

attachment. His death brought the conflict to ahead.

Over the next 5 months, numerous clashes occurred between the

McSween faction and the Dolan faction. Each side had legally

deputized posses with arrest warrants for members of the other

faction. On April 1, 1878, Billy the Kid and others fired on Sheriff

Brady and four of his deputies as they walked past the Tunstall Store.

Sheriff Brady and Deputy Hindman were killed (Lavash 1986:105-106).

This action perpetuated the violence that culminated in the 5-day
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presentedbattle at the McSween House. The details of the battle are
below in the Site Chronology section.

Violence continued after McSween's death and the burning of his
house. Billy the Kid was a hunted man, especially for his murders of
Bob Olinger and J. W. Bell during his escape from the Lincoln County
Courthouse on April 28, 1881; he escaped the death sentence for these
chrimes when he was hung for the murder of Sheriff Brady. Sheriff Pat
Garrett shot Billy the Kid at Pete Maxwell's ranch at Fort Sumner
about midnight on July 14, 1881. The Kid's death is generally
accepted as the end of the Lincoln County War.

Chronology ~ ~ McSween ~

The archaeological remains of the Alexander McSween House site

can best be interpreted in reference to the history of the property
that was once owned by Alexander and Susan McSween. The history of

land sales, building episodes, and removal of structures is important

to understanding the nature of the subsurface remains of the McSween
House. A chronology of major events of the Lincoln County War, which

relate to the McSween House, land ownership, and building events was

developed from data presented by Caperton (1983, 1985) and Nolan

(1965).

Table 3. Chronology of the McSween Site
(compiled from caperton 1983, 1985; Nolan 1965).

EventDate

Alexander and Susan McSween arrived in Lincoln.March 3, 1875

John D. Bail filed a patent on a 40-acre parcel
of land that contained the old Murphy & Co. La
Placita Store (?) and sold the land to Murphy.

May 1876

McSween purchased this property, including the

old La Placita Store, for a home and the future

Tunstall store.

January 1877

The structure (La Placita Store?) may have been

converted into a house for two families.
1877

August 1877 Construction was completed and the house was

occupied by the McSweens and Shields (Susan
McSween's sister Elizabeth, husband David, and

their five children).

McSween sold the east wing of the house to E.

Shield for $1.00. The two households were

reportedly separated by an internal wall.

December 1877
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Table 3. Chronology of the McSween Site (continued).

Date Event

December 21, 1877 McSween was accused of embezzling money from

Emil Fritz' life insurance policy by Fritz'

sister, Emelie Scholand.

February 1878 Sheriff Brady attached McSween's house and his

property in Tunstall's store; he made an

inventory of McSween's property.

February 18, 1878 John Henry Tunstall
Sheriff Brady's posse

killed by members ofwas

February 21, 1878 Tunstall was buried near the stables behind

store.
his

April1878 McSween was exonerated by the grand jury of the

embezzlement charges.

June 1878 McSween purchased a piano and set of

and insured them against loss or damage
bagpipes

July 14, 1878 Five-day siege at McSween house began. Adobe
bricks were placed in windows, sand bags were

placed behind the doors, and rifle ports were

made in the adobe walls.

July 15, 1878 houseThe first shots were fired at the McSween
by Dolan's men.

July 19, 1878 Col. N. A. M. Dudley, commander of Fort Stanton

arrived in Lincoln with cavalry and infantry, i

Gatling gun, and a mountain howitzer.

July 19, about 1 pm Deputies Long and Dummy unsuccessfully attempted

to set fire to Shield's kitchen and the

northeast wing.

July 19, about 2 pm Boyle and others set fire to the summer kitchen

on the northwest corner of McSween's side of the

house. Susan and the Shield family were

evacuated from the house. The fire burned along

the west wing, across the parlor, and up the

east wing to the Shield's kitchen.

July 19, about dusk The defenders of McSween's house broke out from

the Shield's kitchen, heading for shelter in the

adjacent Rio Bonito Valley. McSween and three

others were killed near the woodpile between the

kitchen and the north wall around the yard.

Billy the Kid and others escaped through the

east gate of the wall.
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Chronology of the McSween Site (continued)Table 3.

Date Event

Mrs. Shield sold their property (the east half

of house) with the ruins of their house to Ira

E. Leonard. Wall fragments were reported.

September 1879

Charles Fritz acquired McSween's propertyat

sheriff's auction: it had been under a sheriff's

deed since 1878.

of the former1883-1886 The Watson House was built west
McSween property.

April 1885 Leonard sold the former Shield's property to J.
J. Dolan for $100.

September 1888 Dolan sold the property to M. L. Gorton. The
lot was 40 by 90 ft, 53.5 ft east of the Watson
House.

Gorton was granted a butcher's bond, approved by

countyofficials.

October 1888

Gorton and his wife Orella sold the former
Shield's property to William Rosenthall & Co.,
and no reference was made to improvements to the
property (such as buildings).

March 1892

Rosenthall & Co. sold the former Shield's lot to
Mrs. John c. West. Mention was made of a
shingle-roofed house known as the old Gorton
Butcher Shop. The lot measured 64 by 200 ft.

1895 Mrs. West's house was rented to Attorneys Jewett

and Mat thews for their offices.

A two-room frame addition was' built on the

side of the West's house.

westabout 1900

Hamilton1903 The house was occupied

(attorney) and his wife.
by H. B.

sold1908 Mrs. West died and her husband

and property to Henry Lutz.

the house

Lutz sold his property and the house to Teofilo

Sisneros and Isidro Fresquez, with a lifetime

tenancy clause to George Barber.

Sisneros

Fresquez.

sold his share of the property toFebruary 1912
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Table 3. Chronology of the McSween Site (continued).

Date Event

late 19208 early
19308

The frame

removed.
addition to the Fresquez House was

19308 Isidro Fresquez lived in the house: in 1935 he

found melted silver pieces and pottery sherds

under the floor.

1961 Fresquez sold the house and property to Frank c.

Boyce, who deeded the property to the State of

New Mexico.

19608 The Fresquez House was remodeled by the Old

Lincoln County Memorial Commission; the cinder

block room, bath, and patio were added. Now the

property is part of New Mexico State Monuments.

In 1876, L. G. Murphy purchased land on which he built the La

Placita Store in the late 1860s. The La Placita Store was probably

Murphy's first store in Lincoln. ~lexander McSween purchased the

property in January 1877 with plans to modify the store into a

dwelling and to build the Tunstall Store farther to the east. The

McSween House is described as a U-shaped structure with a parlor

parallel to the main street and east and west wings extending north

from either end of the parlor. Store fronts usually parallel the

street for maximum window display space. This pattern is present in

the Murphy and Dolan Store (now the Courthouse) and the original

Tunstall Store. If the parlor were the La Placita Store, such a

layout would be expected.

In August 1877, construction was completed and the McSweens and

the Shield family moved into the house. David Shield, the husband of

Susan McSween's sister Elizabeth, was a partner in Alexander McSween's

law practice. In December 1877, McSween sold the east wing and

probably a portion of the parlor to Elizabeth Shield for $1.00. An

internal wall may have been built to separate the two households.

A five-day siege began on July 14, 1878, during which the McSween

House was turned into a fort. Those in the house placed adobe bricks

in the windows and sandbags behind the doors. They drilled rifle

ports in the adobe walls.

The first shots were fired on July 15, 1878, and the battle

continued until the house was destroyed by fire the evening of July

19, 1878. The McSween House was probably a rubble mound with some

adobe wall fragments standing, while other walls collapsed because the

roof fell when the vigas and latias burned.
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The McSween portion of the house and property was part of a
lawsuit (under the sheriff's deed) from 1878 until December 1882.
Sometime between 1883 and 1886, the Watson house was built on a
portion of the McSween property. A photograph by J. R. Riddell in
1886 shows the Watson House as a flat-roofed structure with at least
two rooms perpendicular to the street.

Elizabeth Shield sold her property, including a portion of the

parlor and the east wing, to Ira E. Leonard. Wall fragments were

reported. Apparently no buildings were built on the Shield's lot
until the late laSOs. M. L. Gorton purchased the property from J. J.

Dolan in September lagS, who has purchased the land from Leonard. The

southwestern corner of the lot is reported to be 53.5 ft east of the

Watson House. Gorton was a butcher and may have built a butcher shop

on the ruins of the houses. In lS94, the first mention is made in the

deed records of a building on the property; it was referred to as the

old Gorton Butcher Shop when the property was sold to Mrs. John c.

West by William Rosenthall & Co., who purchased the property in lS92

from Gorton.

The Wests rented the house as office space in 189S. Sometime

around 1900 they built a two-room frame addition onto the west side of

the house (Figures 3 and 4). This wing did not have a door into the

main part of the West House (Caperton, personal communication, 1986).

The house was occupied into the 1930s by several people, including

George Barber, Susan McSween's ex-husband. Barber had come to Lincoln

in 1877 as an engineer. He married Susan McSween in 1880 and became a

lawyer in 1882. They were divorced in 1891.

Sometime between the late 1920s and early 1930s, the two-room
frame addition was removed. During the 1930s, Isidro Fresquez lived

in the house and owned the property surrounding the house. In 1961

Fresquez sold the house and property to Frank c. Boyce. Boyce deeded

it to the State of New Mexico. The Fresquez House, as it is now

known, was remodeled by adding a cinder block addition with a room, a

bathroom, and a walled patio. The house serves as a residence for New

Mexico State Monument Rangers, but it was vacant from July 1986

through Fall 1988. The Fresquez House served as a headquarters for
the excavations, providing a laboratory, museum exhibit area, and

shelter for test excavations under the floors in the kitchen and

bedroom.

Architecture of the McSween House

Very little is known about the architecture of the McSween
House. No photographs were taken of the building or the vicinity, nor

are any sketches known to exist. Our knowledge of the house is based

primarily on statements made by individuals at Col. Dudley's court of

inquiry, which also provided a sketch map that is not drawn to scale

(Figure 5) and is the basis for later maps (Figure 6). It is not

known how the rooms were used when the Shield family moved into the

east wing. The room names shown in Figure 6 are probably from when

the rooms were used before the Shields bought part of the house.
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The McSween House was decribed in the diary of Taylor Ealy, a
Presbyterian missionary sent to Lincoln at the request of Alexander
McSween (Bender 1984:7). The Ealy family arrived in Lincoln on
February 19, 1878. Ealy was present at Tunstall's inquest and gave
the funeral sermon (Bender 1984:19). He described the house as

a large new house. Lawyer McSween and wife in the west end

and Lawyer Shields [sic] and family in the east end. They

were a very pleasant compnay of refined people. Just east

of the large building McSween and Tunstall had erected a

much larger building in which was a store, a bank, a large

library of McSween and Shield's law office and room for a

drugstore. [Bender 1984:18-19]

Ealy wrote a letter to his sister Mary on March 4, commenting

"Mr. McSween is very kind to us, gives us the use of his whole house.

His parlor is elegantly furnished" (Bender 1984:22-23). In a letter

to his mother dated March I, Ealy wrote "At present we have all kinds

of kitchen furniture, but of course it is not our own Mr. McSween
has about 70 chickens" (Bender 1984:22). In his diary on March 8 he

noted "McSween is having a wall 12 feet high built of stone and adobe

around his house" (Bender 1984:24).

Using the testimony from Dudley's court of inquiry and later

interviews with Susan (McSween) Barber, Robert N. Mullin prepared a

floor plan of the house (Figure 6; State Planning Office

1974:97-100). None of the defenders of the McSween House were asked

to testify at the court of inquiry; these eye witnesses could have

provided details on rooms and their contents, fireplace locations, and

functions of the various rooms. The two maps show that the east wing

had three rooms--a sitting room, a dining room, and a kitchen. The

kitchen is probably correctly identified, but not the other rooms.

The Shield family of seven lived in the east wing; it can be assumed

that the large rooms were probably subdivided for bedrooms and other

living space.

The following data on the architecture of the McSween House are

taken from the State Planning Office (1974:51, 58) document on

Lincoln. The description is conjecture based on typical architecture

and building patterns from the 1860s and 1870s. The description is

relatively accurate for the McSween House.

The adobe walls probably rested on rock foundations that extended

16 to 24 in. below the surface and 8 to 12 in. above the ground.

Bricks typically measured 10 by 14 by 4 in. and were laid with a mud

mortar. The exterior walls were probably unplastered.

The roof and ceilings were probably made from a combination of

vigas or possibly sawn beams and planks, using fir and pine poles.

The vigas were possibly 8 to 10 in. in diameter and were spaced 30 in.

apart (center to center) on planks capping the adobe walls. The

interior walls were 8 to 9 ft high, were probably plastered with a

mixture of sand and clay, and likely had a whitewash of gypsum.
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Ceilings were normally built by nailing planks to the vigas. A mat of

grass and hay was placed on the planks to seal the cracks. The dirt

roof, 12 to 20 in. thick, sloped to direct water runoff to the

canales.

The window panes were probably small, because small panes were
easier to transport from the factories in the eastern U.S. The
pattern probably varied from four lights (or panes) over four lights
to nine lights over six lights. Doors were most likely a colonial
style with raised panels. According to historic sources the floor was
wood (Coe 1951:113). Typically, wooden floors were initially
tongue-and-groove planks that measured 1 by 6 in. but were later
replaced by 1 by 4 in. planks.

An artist's conception of the McSween House and associated

outbuildings (Figure 7) is based on Mullin's map, the architectural

data from the State Historic Planning Office, and photographs of the

early adobe buildings in New Mexico. Hopefully the results of future

archaeological excavations will provide new data about the
architecture of the McSween House.

Contents of the House

Sheriff Brady's inventory, taken on February 8, 1878, listed
McSween's land, buildings, and personal property (Caperton 1985;
Lavash 1986:72). The personal property in the McSween rooms included
furniture, a parlor organ, books, rugs, a sewing machine, and other
items (Caperton 1983:288-289). In June of that year, McSween
reportedly bought a $900 piano and a $500 set of bagpipes (Caperton
1983:292). They may also have been in the house. The contents of the
house inventory are presented in Table 4.

Table 4. Contents of McSween House, according
to Sheriff Brady's inventory (in his own words)

One Parlor Organ

1 Mirror

5 Pictures

1 Sofa

1 Center Table

6 Chairs

1 Corner Rack

2 sets of Window Curtains & fixtures

Carpet on the Floor

One Book

Lot of Music
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Table 4. Contents of McSween House, according
to Sheriff Brady's inventory (in his own words)

Library of Literary Books containing
One Hundred and Five Volumes

One Bookcase and Table
One Lamp
Eight Chairs
One Sofa
One Sewing Machine
One Clock
One set of Window Curtains
One Lamp
One Letter Tray
One Rifle
Four Blank Books
Two Blank Books
Two Letter Books
One Side Table
One Stove & Pipe

Articles in East Bed Room

One Bureau

One Wash Bowl & Pitcher

Two Mattresses

One Washstand

Two Bedsteads

One Bureau
One Table
One Bedstead
One Wool Mattress
One Straw Mattress
One Washstand
Carpet on Floor
One Loose Carpet
One set window curtains

Burning 5!.! ~ McSween House

The first attempt to set fire to the McSween House was

unsuccessfully conducted by John Long and a deaf-mute deputy known as

"Dummy" at about 1:00 pm on July 19, 1877 (Mullin 1968:263-264). Coal

oil and wood were set afire on the wood floor in Shield's family

kitchen on the north end of the east wing of the house. Minnie Shield

saw the fire, and her mother, Elizabeth, extinguished it. Long and

Buc~ Powell were forced to seek shelter in the open outhouse or vault
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and privy, where George Coe and others

gunfire.
kept them penned down with

The second attempt was successful when the summer kitchen of the
McSween House was set afire about 2 pm on July 19, 1877. The fire was
started by Andy Boyle and several others using kindling and planks
from the stable.

Although no descriptions of the summer kitchen are known, the

room was probably built similar to a ramada. The walls were probably

vertical timbers and the roof was covered by brush and dirt. Breezes

passing through the walls and doors cooled the kitchen. These
conditions were probably more suitable for starting a fire than those

inside the other kitchen, with its adobe walls.

Mr. Tom Langhorst, Director of Investigations, and Mr. Paul May,

Investigator, New Mexico State Fire Marshall's Office, provided the

following information on fires and different types of conditions that
might be found in adobe house fires. The fire was probably a rollover

fire, where the flames moved slowly through the house in a rolling

manner. The fire would have had to burn through each viga or beam

(which extended east-west across the walls of the wings and
north-south across the parlor), progressing across the room. The

windows were filled with adobe bricks, which probably restricted air
flow important to fueling the fire. Interior doors were probably

closed to slow the spread of the fire. According to a McSween

supporter, George Coe (1951:113), those in the house tried to slow the
fire by taking up the floors and moving the furniture.

Fire causes a number of psychological and physiological effects
on people caught inside a burning building. The most important

physiological effects are related to burns and inhalation of heated
air and gases (McKinnon 1976:2-16). Burns can result when skin comes

in contact with air heated to only 111 degrees F. Such burns are very

painful.

Toxic gases result when materials burn. Most natural materials

produce the same sets of gases (e.g., carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide,

hydrogen sulfide, sulfur dioxide, and hydrogen cyanide). Some
materials produce more dominant gases. Carbon monoxide and carbon

dioxide are abundant gases that can irritate lungs and prevent air

from being absorbed into the bloodstream. Inhaling carbon dioxide

increases the breathing rate, which increases the intake of toxic

gases and heated air.

It is reasonable to assume that sofas and chairs listed on

Sheriff Brady's inventory (Table 4) were stuffed with horsehair. The

rugs may have been wool. A wool mattress was inventoried, and wool

blankets may have been on the beds or stored in the rooms. If wool
blankets were used to extinguish the fire, they certainly got singed.

Horsehair, wool, and other animal products are made of protein; when

they burn, hydrogen sulfide, ammonia, sulfur dioxide, and hydrogen

cyanide gases are produced. Inhaling these poisonous gases produces
fluids in the lungs, rapid breathing, respiratory paralysis,

dizziness, and dryness and pain in the respiratory system.
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Smoke consists

produced by burning
respiratory system,
(McKinnon 1976:2-19).

of very fine solid particles and condensed vapor

materials. Smoke irritates eyes and the

causing problems with vision and breathing

It took approximately 6 to 7 hours (from about 2:00 pm to about
9:00 pm) for the fire to destroy 10 rooms of the McSween House. As
the defenders of the McSween House fought the fire, room by room, they
must have suffered burns to their faces, hands, arms, and bodies, and
must have inhaled heated air and toxic gases.

At dusk (about 8:30 to 9:00 pm), the defenders made a break to

escape the fire that was consuming the Shield's kitchen, the last room

remaining unburned. Billy the Kid led the first group out of the

house and escaped into the brush of the Rio Bonito valley. Alexander

McSween and the second group attempted their escape, but McSween,

Harvey Morris, Francisco Zamora, Vicente Romero, and Deputy Bob
Beckwith were killed. Eugenio Salazar was wounded but played dead

until he could escape to the safety of family members. Dr. D. M.

Appel and Salazar's family members mended his wounds.

The defenders of the McSween House experienced their own "Hell on

Earth" for they were trapped by fire on one side and gunfire on the

other. It has been estimated that over 2,000 rounds were fired on

July 19, 1978. The psychological impact of being trapped in a

smoke-filled, burning building for 7 hours must have had a lasting

effect on the men trapped in the McSween House. This experience must

have changed the lives of the survivors of the battle.

32




