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Capital Mediation: Mining Engineers and the Development of the U.S./Mexico Borderland


In 1848, the Treaty of Guadelupe Hidalgo ended a short and unpopular war between the U. S.  and Mexico by granting to the United States approximately one-half the landmass formerly held by Mexico.  Within the United States, this newly acquired territory inspired dreams of mineral wealth in the minds of capitalists and speculators throughout the nation.  Over the next half century, American companies aggressively invested in these new southwestern lands, and continued southward into Mexico, encouraged by the generosity of the Mexican government under the dictatorship of Porfirio Diaz.  American mining engineers were the principal technologists of the mineral industry during this time of expansion, and as such were critical actors in the economic integration of the U.S. Southwest and nearby parts of Mexico into the United States.  Mining companies demanded the expertise of mining engineers to locate, extract, and refine ore in the hard-rock desert landscape.  In addition to their qualifications as technical experts, mining engineers served as the regional representatives of companies based in the eastern United States.  Three thumbnail sketches of the experiences of mining engineers illustrate the changing role of the engineer in the development of the borderlands region, defined here expansively to include points of contact between American capital and Mexican mineral resources located at varying distances from the physical border. 


In the early years of the territorial expansion of the United States, many mining engineers, in common with their fellow American citizens, believed themselves to be agents of the progressive development of an “uncivilized” and “barbarous” land.  Raphael Pumpelly, for instance, one of the first academically trained mining engineers to travel to the Arizona Territory, described the desert borderlands as “a very prison of hell.”
  Pumpelly characterized the region surrounding his mine as “the scene of more [Apache] fighting than any other part of the territory.”
  The Santa Rita, one of the first mines established by Americans in the area,  was located in the mountains on the outskirts of Tucson, very close to the Mexican border.   It was isolated and lonely, and Pumpelly later recalled developing a “condition bordering on insanity” from exhaustion, anxiety, and the discomfort on his journey to Arizona.  Pumpelly’s tenure at the Santa Rita was marked by the violent death of one of his closest colleagues at the hands of Apaches, and by an unrelenting fear that the Mexican workers at the Santa Rita would revolt and kill the Americans.  This fear of  Mexican mine workers seems to have been induced more by his understanding that Mexico was in a state of perpetual political warfare than by any particular actions on the part of the employees.
 


The Santa Rita Mining and Milling Company hired Pumpelly primarily to reassure investors that the management understood the mineral industry, and were seeking the very best of expert advice.
  As a symbol for stockholders of the food will of the company, Pumpelly was an unqualified success.  But as a practical miner, he was a failure, and not necessarily due to any inadequacy in his knowledge or training.  Pumpelly’s ingenuity failed him when both the financial and physical well-being of the mine were threatened by the endemic violence characteristic of American forays into the southwest.  Nevertheless, Pumpelly left Arizona with optimistic attitude towards the future possibilities for mining in the region.  He observed that “Arizona contains many rich deposits of silver, copper, and lead, and probably of gold,” and lamented the deficiencies of the available mining infrastructure, particularly the absence of roads and rails.
  If the United States could consolidate its control over the region militarily, and  “improv[e...] the means of transportation from the mines to the coast, and between the different mining districts,” Pumpelly considered the other trappings of civilization, including successful industrial ventures, would shortly follow.  Until then, technical expertise was irrelevant.


Two decades after Pumpelly’s abortive trip to Arizona, Louis Janin accepted the Superintendency of the Concepcion,[silver?  gold?] mine in Michoacan, Mexico.  Janin worked out of his office in San Francisco; he hired a manager, D.W. Kline, to oversee the day to day operations in Michoacan.  The mine was a mess when Janin took charge, and he had many plans to fix it: to dig new shafts, to lower the water level, and to restructure the ventilation, before purchasing new stamp mills to process the low-grade Concepcion ore on-site.
  These detailed work plans were derailed almost as soon as they were begun.  Janin’s decision to fire the bookkeeper in Michoacan exposed the resentments created by the wage labor system at Concepcion and brought production to an almost complete halt.


The trouble began when Kline asked Janin to fire the “incompetent and disrespectful” bookkeeper at the mine.  Janin agreed to do so, understanding that he “alone represented the Board, and... [he] must have obedience from every subordinate, without any division of authority.”
  The bookkeeper, however, appealed to the President of the company, and Janin found himself caught in the middle.  The President was unwilling to fire the bookkeeper, whom he liked personally, at the behest of Kline, whom he did not.  As both the Superintendent of the works, and as the sole technical liaison between the mine and the Board of Trustees, Janin was taken aback by the President’s disregard for his wishes.  He was further flummoxed by the refusal of the Board of Trustees to acknowledge anything amiss at the mining camp.  Janin was beset by demands from the company to increase production, to purchase new equipment, and to lower the cost of doing business.  Meanwhile, the situation in Mexico grew increasingly dangerous.  The bookkeeper – who refused to leave Mexico –  was taking kickbacks from one of the Mexican foremen in exchange for allowing the foreman to hire the sharpshooters intended to protect the company’s assets.  Kline wrote to Janin of underperforming workers and his fears for his own personal safety.   With the bookkeeper’s status in camp threatened, the corrupt foreman orchestrated a rebellion within the camp, and the Kline’s wife reported hearing cries of “Death to the Americans” in the streets.  Although production at Concepcion never came to a complete standstill, Kline was left to carry out Janin’s orders with workforce that was unwilling at best.

 
The severity of the labor unrest at the Concepcion Mining and Milling Company highlights the incongruous job requirements of late-nineteenth century mining engineers.  Janin was expected to be knowledgeable about mining practice and equipment; to ensure that work proceeded apace; and to understand local labor politics and practices well enough to prevent discord within the ranks.  While Janin understood the impact of labor discord on operations at Concepcion more clearly than did the company’s Board of Trustees, he just as clearly did not understand the relationship between the mining economy and the local political situation.  


In the opening years of the twentieth century, Morris Parker worked as the manager of the La Republica mine in Chihuahua, Mexico, an extremely rich silver mine in which he held a share purchased, as he recalled, “on a bluff.”
  The logistical difficulties Parker faced to make the mine operational were almost overwhelming, as it was located in “one of the most inaccessible mining regions of the Republic of Mexico.”
  The first time Parker visited the mine in 1906, he spent five grueling days riding through the mountains on horseback.  On later trips, he settled for seven or eight days on a mule.  Equipment for La Republica, one of several “million dollar mines” situated in the same district, had to be carried in on the backs of mules or men.  Stamp mills and leaching tanks were broken into three hundred pound sections.  Carrying in the thousand-foot cables needed to haul loads up and down the mine-shafts required a ten- mule pack train, each mule needing an individual handler, in addition to the pack-train supervisor and his assistant.  The mill produced over $75,000 of silver concentrates in the first month it was operational; silver bars weighing one hundred pounds each had to be packed to El Paso on the backs of mules.  Some equipment was too unwieldy to be carried by mules.  For this, Parker hired local “native bearers,” who hauled equipment barefooted through the mountains almost as fast as the mule trains.


In other words, La Republica was an extraordinarily labor-intensive mine to run, and the demands of the mine management altered the economic landscape of the region.   In addition to the laborers needed at the mine, La Republica became a stop on the routes of traveling salesmen, who brought to the camp such high-priced items as Singer sewing machines and fancy ovens, in addition to their usual wares.  Parker found that finding the 1500 mules required to keep the mine and mill operational from month to month among the most difficult aspects of his work.  Perhaps because of his reliance on mules, Parker felt great admiration for  the work accomplished by his Mexican mule packers, chief among whom were Pascual Orozco and Francisco “Pancho” Villa, who gained fame as leaders of the Mexican Revolution. 


 During the most aggressive era of U.S. capital investment in the borderlands, 1880 to ca.1910, many practical aspects of the field of mining engineering changed dramatically.  A man such as Raphael Pumpelly was essentially an independent actor, who hired out his technical knowledge for traveling expenses and a chance at orchestrating a major strike.  As companies grew in size, the role of the mining engineer as technical expert was increasingly entangled in the ambiguities of management.  Where was an engineer such as Louis Janin supposed to draw the line between technological and personnel management?  Morris Parker was far more comfortable than Janin with his position as both a technical expert and a logistical manager.  Indeed, he was both aware and proud of his role as the liaison between American money and Mexican development to an extent that was inconceivable to Janin or Pumpelly, who considered non-technical matters distracting at best.  Parker’s role as a conduit for American capital is underscored by considering the later career of the mule-packer Pancho Villa, whose popularity during the Mexican Revolution was closely tied to the anti-Yankee rhetoric and actions of his forces.  Whether they recognized it or not, mining engineers served as the principle conduit for the exploitation of the desert landscape, translating a resource-rich terrain into something American investors could easily understand: capital.
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