Archaeology & History in Your Backyard

Cedro Fire Lookout, Beacon Towers & Plane Crashes 
Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Backyard 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 backyard. 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 history of Cedro Fire Lookout, Beacon Towers and Plane Crashes.  
This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

The location of the first Cedro Lookout was not much more than a stop along an early smoke chaser’s patrol route and considered by many to be primitive by today’s standards. The location was a platform lookout where the fire lookout hung out for part of the day before continuing on his route. The patrolman would spend the night in a canvas tent or stop and fix his lunch as part of the day’s routine. Many of the early lookouts assigned to the peak rode horse-back from the Sandia Ranger Station and back each day.

The platform lookout was replaced with a 45 foot Aermotor (a Chicago based company known for the construction of windmills and lookout towers), and beacon tower in 1935 which served as the lookout until 1969 when AT&T built a large transmission tower on the site and the present fire lookout was moved by using cranes to transport and place the lookout atop the AT&T building. 

An interesting article found in the Albuquerque Journal dated April 23, 1935 leaves some interesting information behind about Cedro Fire Lookout. The article reads, “A new fire lookout tower, rearing its steel frame more than 45 feet above the summit of Cedro Peak in the Sandia Mountains, and a new automobile road leading to it are rapidly nearing completion, according to Cibola National Forest officials.

Visibility will be greatly increased by replacing the antiquated 30 foot pole tower of past years, and within 30 days another important link will be welded into the chain of fire prevention agencies of the U.S. Forest Service. CCC boys from Camp Manzano, under Forest Service supervision are pushing construction in preparation for the fire season of approximately May 15 to July 15.

Cedro Peak, rising above Cedro Canyon, was accessible only by trail in former days. Connection between Tijeras Ranger Station and the peak will be made from the Cedro Canyon Highway, by way of Sabino Canyon road, going by the Fox Farm. The road will be about eight miles long. Construction of the last two miles, from the Fox farm to the peak, is expected to be completed within a month.

Modern in every respect, the tower will be fully enclosed and have inside steel steps instead of the old outside ladder. Electric lights for the lookout’s quarters will be made possible by a connection with the power line which supplies the airway beacon located alongside. But water will still have to packed in.

During the past few years, no large fires have hit the Sandias. Numerous forest trails, graded roads, co-operation between ranchers and rangers, and eternal vigilance during the six to ten weeks of fire season have been responsible in most part for stemming the ravaging tide of fire.”

Prior to the completion of the graveled road to the top of Cedro Peak, the only access to the top was on foot or horseback. 

When the Wright brothers made that first airplane flight in 1903 they opened up an entirely, new and exciting way of life for those who enjoyed airplanes and flying. Soon afterwards, there was talk of transporting the U.S. Mail by air making it quicker and more efficient.

The first unofficial airplane flight carrying only three letters was conducted by Fred Wiseman in 1911 in a short flight from Petaluma to Santa Rosa, California. Both coasts had limited airmail service in 1918 but by 1920 rapid delivery by air had come to the United States.

In 1924, the U.S. Postal Service had developed a solution in this pre-radar era. Beacon towers were placed every three to five miles across the United States from New York City to San Francisco, California. Eventually 1500 beacons were erected and on during clear weather could be spotted by pilots ten miles in the distance. These beacons were operated until 1933 with a few making it into the 1940s. 

A beacon was attached to many fire lookouts throughout the country by the Civil Aeronautics Authority or CAA to help with transporting the U.S. Mail during the night-time hours. The CAA was part of the transcontinental airway for pilots carrying mail during the evening hours. These towers placed every fifteen to twenty-five miles across the country and adorned with a beacon light powerful enough for a pilot to see at forty miles on a clear night, helped guide planes to their destinations. 

By 1933, eighteen thousand miles of airways and fifteen hundred beacons were in place. Each tower had site numbers painted on the top for identification during the daylight hours. At night, the beacons’ secondary red and green lights would flash a Morse code letter identifying the beacon to pilots. In addition to the rotating beacons, one fixed tower light pointed to the next field and another to the previous field forming an aerial roadway. 

Near the end of WWII in the 1940s a plane crashed into the side of Bosque Peak in the Manzano Mountains. The pilots took off when low clouds covered the peak and the small plane slammed into the ridge before it could gain the altitude required to pass over the mountain range. They were able to hike down the mountain for eight miles where they reached the Cordova Ranch and assistance. They were later able to report the accident although many living in the area had heard the plane go down and alerted law enforcement. The remains could be found on the ridge for many years, as well as the homestead of the Rea Family and their small cemetery where members of the family were buried. 
This has been Archaeology and History in Your Backyard, 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 Backyard Tuesday at 7 PM, Thursday at 12:15 PM 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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