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The Physical Geography of a
Significant Border Region,
La Junta de los Rios'

Russell Gardinier

INTRODUCTION

Too hot, too dry, too remote, too poor, too wild, too far from God,
too close to the Devil, ignored by governments, and forgotten by
history, the land in the area of Presidio, Texas and Ojinaga,
Chihuahua bears with stoic resignation its unheralded role in the
development of several human cultures in a harsh physical environ-
ment of northern Mexico and the American Southwest.

But it was not always thus. This is the stage set as seen through
the eyes of people with a modern European background.

During the late 1920s through the 1930s the weather station at
Presidio gained notoriety on the United States national radio as "the
hottest spot in the nation.” The rainfall in the area, highly erratic
at best, averages barely over eight inches per year and gives rise to
recurring severe droughts such as in the middle 1950s when one
year provided less than one and three quarters inches of precipita-
tion. Yet the area has averaged a flood in at least three out of every
four years, including one in 1917 which washed out most of the Texas
town at the center of the region.2

In July 1852, Major William H. Emory of the United States and
Mexican Boundary Commission visited the area and described the
village of Presidio and its environs as "isolated and very remote from
any other settlement.” He found that it had been "suffering from
famine,"” "that the Indians had run off most of the cattle,” and that
the "drought for the preceding three years had caused a failure in
the com.” He described the settlement as "a miserably built mud
town" and mentioned the "barrenness of the soil." He also noted
that "while the immediate neighborhood is very dry . . . so great were
the rains to the south that the [river] was swollen . . . and the whole
valley was inundated. This is said to occur annually."3

Other observers have been less kind than Major Emory. United
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States troops stationed at this border site during the Pancho Villa
era and during World Wars I and II, after noting the tortured
landscape, the isolation, and the intense heat were wont to describe
it in unprintable terms. One of their less epithetic descriptions had
a common element as being "the place where God dumps his
garbage" or "where He swept His scraps when He had finished
making the earth.” Mexican natives are aware, however, that the
ecoscape is but a reflection of the Devil’s handiwork; while modern
"Anglo" observers simply identify the jumble of landforms and
extremes of climate as "Paradise put together by a committee.”

Local legend suggests that evil was so rampant in the area and
there was so much wickedness that the local parish priest caused
a special chapel to be built high up on a cleft of Santa Cruz
mountain, which overlooks the town, from which fissure issued El
Diablo on his frequent swings encouraging sin and depravity. The
attempt at exorcising was unsuccessful; the Devil in the form of a
huge vulture escaped the intended entrapment and flew off. But to
this day he leaves a trail of scorched ground and seared souls
wherever his shadow passes on the earth as he soars overhead,
while the chapel has become a place of special pilgrimmage on
Easter Sunday.

Others say that overgrazing by imported animals and a change
in climate caused the native grasses to disappear and be replaced
by desert plants and shrubs, many of which stick, prick, or scratch
and are unsuited for any economic use. As for the seared human
souls, no scientific explanation has been offered, but it may be
instructive to note that the last "witch" to be convicted in the New
World was reportedly executed nearby in May of 1954.% A huge
vulture still soars overhead today, though sensitive Texans are quick
to point out that this is mainly on the Mexican side of the Rio
Grande.

First visited by Spanish intruders in 1535 (some 85 years before
the Pilgrims found themselves in New England instead of Virginia
where they had been headed} and by Anglo adventurers three
hundred plus years later, this site remained without effective politi-
cal, military or ecclesiastical control until the ultimate elimination
of the Apache/Comanche threat in the late 1800s. Yet temporary
Spanish missions were established in 1581-83, permanent ones in
1683; a Spanish fort was built in the area about 1725, and a bigger,
fully-manned "new" fort followed in 1759. A few Anglo settlers
established baronial forts in the region in the middle 1800s.
Spanish/Mexican troops, Texas Rangers, and Confederate forces
failed to pacify the region, and United States horse soldiers did no
better until close to the tum of the nineteenth century when the
buffalo plains to the north and the arid bolsons to the south were

La Junta de tos rios we

eliminated as Texican and Mexican redoubts for the (by then)
"renegade” Indians.

Archeological and later written evidence points to continuous
habitation in the region for over 10,000 years, first by big animal
hunters and then by archaic peoples and their descendants who
were among the earliest in the New World to practice rudimentary
agriculture and to enjoy the benefits of domestication of both plants
and animals. A historical marker on U. S. Highway 90 just east of
Marfa, Texas proclaims "Presidio - the oldest continuously inhabited
site in North America.” Whether this claim is a bona fide one or not,
the locale has been a liebensraum of human occupation for many
millenia. From these early cultures and especially from the pre-
Columbian Indians, trade routes emanated southward to “civilized"
central Mexico, northeastward to the buffalo plains and salt flats of
the southem great plains and to the Gulf coast of Texas, as well as
northwestward to the piney mountains and the pueblos of New
Mexico. Some trade goods apparently arrived also from the Gulf of
California. Europeans followed these well established trails first
with the horse of exploration, then with the wagons and mules of
commerce, and finally with the iron rails of mercantilism. These
routes are now paralleled by the auto routes of tourism.

A political boundary was established across the middle of the area
after the U, S.-Mexican War, but its existence was more real in
Washington and Mexico City than locally where people crossed the
border without regard for the boundary as they had done for
centuries. Geostrategic and physical factors created the setting for
a long, continuous span of human history in the region which was
largely unrecorded, but which may be traced in bits and pieces
through the centuries.

But Man does not exist in a vacuum. Except for a few recent
space events, Man lives on the earth, and for the most part he lives
on the land. It may be well to note at this point the words of
geographer Preston E. James who said that "land" refers to the
natural surroundings of human settlement--the habitat. The
natural surroundings, he averred, includes "the surface features,
the climates, the water, the wild vegetation, the soils and the
minerals.” These are the features which "make up the resource base
which forms the background of settlement."

Let us look at this resource base more closely.

THE PHYSICAL REALM

Location and Physiography
The central site is Presidio, Texas together with its sister city of
Ojinaga, Mexico--originally a single village astride the Rio Grande
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in:'in}h'at are now known as the states of Chihuahua and Texas. Its
‘common name was Presidio del Norte.
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outflow from Cibolo Creek from the north is, of course, the reason
that the zone became known as La Junta. The zone extends up and
down the Rio Grande along its northwest-southeast axis for about
sixty-five miles and up the Rio Conchos along its east-west axis for
about forty miles. The elevation of the Rio Grande and Rio Conchos
confluence is about 2,500 feet above sea level; the 3,000 foot contour
line roughly encloses the area. This zone is, in turn, a part of the
larger Trans-Pecos region of Texas and the Conchos Basin region of
! Mexico. For the most part, the area is situated in the geographical
and ecological realm of the great Chthuahuan desert. The popula-
tion density is quite small. It is perhaps significant that the locale
lies in one of the most remote parts of both Texas and Chihuahua-
-the largest states of the contiguous United States of America and
the United States of Mexico, respectively.

In a still broader extent, this strategic zone is part of the mountain
and basin region of the southern Rocky mountains and is transi-
tional between the southern region of the Rockies and the central
plateau of northern Mexico. A United States Geological Survey map,
"Physical Divisions of the United States,” classifies the area as part
of an intermontane plateau, a "basin and range province of the
Mexican Highlands," characterized by "isolated ranges (largely dis-
sected block mountains) separated by aggraded desert plains."®

Physiographically the locale is a river basin/floodplain sur-
rounded on all sides by mountains. To the north and west lie the
Chinati Mountains and to the east the Cienagas and Torneros. On
the Mexican side of the Rio Grande the basin is bordered to the south
and east by Las Sierras Ricas, La Sierra Grande, and Las Sierras
Chinati. Numerous, lesser individual mountains with local names
are included in these major ranges. The general thrust of these
mountains is along the course of the Rio Grande. Conversely, the
Rio Conchos cuts across the grain of the Sierra Grande in a
spectacular water gap only about twenty-five miles above La Junta.

The terrane for the most part consists of gravel, bolson deposits
and alluvium of the Quaternary period. Overall geologic deposits in
the region originated in the latter part of the Paleozoic era (230-600
million years ago), although much material developed later as
evidenced by the fossils of ammonites and related forms of life found
in the Santa Cruz outlier a mile south of Ojinaga and elsewhere in
the region.7 It was in the Cenozoic era (63 million years ago to the
present) that this region witnessed the major part of the uplift
forming the main mountain ranges as well as the rise of mammals
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FIGURE 1. La Junta de Los Rios, Location
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