Archaeology & History in Your Backyard
Construction of the Belen Cutoff

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 constructing the Belen Cutoff Railroad Route. 
This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

The Belen Cutoff Railroad route was built between Belen, New Mexico and Amarillo, Texas in order to connect all the railroad’s lines with the West Coast. In 1902, surveyors for the AT&SF Railroad began to seriously investigate possible routes. It took several years to build the 200 mile or so track as construction continued between the years of 1903 and 1907, and most of the track was in operation by 1908. 

The AT&SF Railroad had been considering a track through New Mexico since 1879. They had already decided on the route traveling over Raton Pass and through Las Vegas, but they had not decided on the location of the remainder of the route.
In 1889, the AT&SF became interested in constructing the track over Abo Pass then east to the Texas border and sent their engineers to look over the route. Creating a new railroad was difficult in many ways, and the engineers needed to become as familiar with the country as possible. There were few towns in central New Mexico and the population small. Camping was rough, there was only canned food to eat and the conditions were not always ideal. 
Willard, Belen and Abo Canyon became significant locations for the track early on in the planning stages. Willard already had a train service providing access for those working on the track and Belen provided access between Albuquerque and El Paso. 
On February 1, 1903, work began in Belen. Engineers had laid out stakes to the southeast and the firm of Lantry and Sons from Kansas was hired to build the line through Abo Pass and as far as Willard. Once the line reached Willard, construction of the line progressed quickly in both directions. Lantry was extremely experienced and knew railroad construction and had worked with the same crew of men for many years. 
By 1903, the road bed had been laid all the way to the mouth of Abo Canyon, and crews were optimistic that all the heavy work could be completed by the end of the year. Abo Canyon and Willard were the primary locations for work crews. Yet, by the end of the year other crews had started building west from Texico. Hundreds of workers would make up the crews building the track. 
Train service was established on a small scale between Texico and Sunnyside (now Fort Sumner) in March of 1906, and the entire line was in operation by December of 1907.  Passengers leaving Texico at 11:40 a.m. did not arrive in Belen until 9:30 that evening as the train only traveled at an average speed of 25 miles per hour.  But, it was quicker than on horseback or by wagon and most people started riding the train when they could. 
Most of the construction workers on the Belen Cutoff worked for Lantry Construction from Kansas, and he employed both skilled and unskilled workers. The railroad needed all kinds of laborers such as masons, blasters, carpenters and those who had skills in bridge building. 

The steam engines traveling the route needed locations where they could fill up with water. The engineers were always looking for new sources of water and found a good supply at Abo Pass which was used along the line. The Sisneros family living near the old Tompiro ruins at Abo Pass sold the rights to use their water for the trains and a water pipe was laid to the railroad. Water was always plentiful at Willard and Negra west of Encino. 
Benjamin Spencer, who had a sawmill in the Manzano Mountains, supplied 240,000 board feet of timber for the railroad and Gross Kelly supplied the railroad ties. The railroad used an average of 3,500 ties per mile and 247,000 for the section between Vaughn and Fort Sumner. Lantry and his crews were able to lay an average of one mile of track per day in most of 1906 with only the use of steam shovels as well as mules and wagons. 

Initially, it was hard to find workers in the isolated and uninhabited country, and as a result Lantry brought most of the workers with him from Kansas. Upon the completion of the railroad, many workers remained in New Mexico and took up homesteads or to work on the railroad and would become pioneers in the settlement of New Mexico. Working on the railroad was a profession for many of these men, and they took pride in their accomplishments. 

Due to the construction of the Belen Cutoff, the area between Belen and Texico became civilized. Where there had only been isolated plains and a few ranchers and farmers, there were now thousands of homesteaders and workers moving into the area. The railroad encouraged settlement and new towns sprang up along the route.
Most of those settling along the Belen Cutoff Route came from Kansas, Missouri, Oklahoma and Texas where land had opened up for homesteading years earlier. Settlers were interested in dry land farming and the beginnings of irrigation in the Estancia Valley. 

During this era, newspapers commonly advertised home seeker excursions to New Mexico. Twice a month, trains left Nebraska, Kansas, Missouri and Iowa for round-trip passage to check out homestead locations. The railroad even organized welcoming committees to meet these people and tell them about opportunities in the new country. 

By the 1920s, most of the accessible land near the railroad track was settled. But, while the wet yeas continued the settlers continued to arrive as their friends and families reported the virgin landscape just waiting to be farmed and settled. 

Without the construction of the Belen Cutoff, the history of central New Mexico would be much different.

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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