Rafael Chacon

1855-1925

Ra?ael Chacon, witnessed the end of the Mexican Feriocl and was a Participant in
commercia], militarg, and Po]itical events during the earlg decades of the American era. [His
account represents one of the few surviving documents to record the Hispanic Poiﬂt of view.
]ts Publication in E_ng]ish Provicles an imPortant new source~ unique in its cletai], anecdotal

st}j]e, and human interest.

("hacon wrote his memoirs in his seventies to record for his Fami]g the drama, adventure, and
sorrow he had exPeriencecl. As a child in Santa e, he observed the execution of the leaders
of the Rebe”ion of i837; as a thirteen«geanolcl Mexican mi]itar9 cadet, he served with
Manue] Armﬁo at Gloricta F’ass when Step}wcn Kcamg’s army marched on Santa [e.
During the 1850s, C}wacon was an |ndian ?igl‘ntcr and trader, surviving several near fatal
incidents in the Ute War of 1855 and in tradiﬂg caravans onto the (areat F]ains‘

During his later service in the Civil War in New Mexico, Chacon rePeatec”y clistiﬂguishecl
%imsclﬁ even ’choug}w he never mastered Eng]ish. [e commanded volunteer companicsj
including one at the Ba’ctlc of \/a]vcrde, goug%t |ndians under Ki’c Carson, escorted the first
officials to the new]y established territory of Arizona, and as one of the few HisPanics to
attain the rank of major, commanded [Tort Stanton at the end of the war Fo“owing

disc}wargcj (Chacon served several terms in the territorial lcgislaturc before homcs’cea&ing

near Trinidacl, Co]oraclo.

“Ralcae] Chacon was a caballero (a Km’ght, cava]ier, gent]eman, horseman, horse- so]clier) in
the fullest sense of the SPanish worcl, with all its imP]icatiOﬂs of honesty, clecencg, kixwdness,
concern for o’c}'ncrs, ga“antrg, dedication, and Patrio’cism. An in’censclg devout and (God-
]oviﬂg man, he built his life upon Christiaﬂ Princip]es. [is word was his boncl; he honored all
commitments and obligations, whether made in war or peace, never veering from his Path of
rig}w’ccousness regardlcss of the moral laPscs he migl‘nt have observed in some of those around
him. ]ﬂte”igent and educated, he Passionate]y loved ]earning yet never disParaged those less
erudite. Chacon accorded resPect not on]y to his elders but also to his peers and to chi]clren,
wit}w}wolding it on]g from those who ﬂagran’c]g violated ethical standards. [His courage was ’cru]g



impressive and was exhibited innumerable times with a valor sustained }33 his re]igious

convictions that his clestix19 was held Firm]y in (3od’s hands.

]t would be simple and convenient to characterize Ka?ael Chacon as a sPecia] man for a
sPecial time, and then merely dismiss the matter. But this is not true. During the nineteenth
century, and even before, there were many Rafael Chacons in New Mexico and ’chroughout
the rest of the Hispanic world, men stccpcc} in the tradition of courtesy, integrity,
resPonsibility for those less strong or Fortunate, and scruPulous concern about uPho]ding the
moral standards so dear to their culture. |t is indeed unfortunate that their quie’c digni’cg was
not more c]car]g discerned and aPPrcciated bg those Americans who cmigratcd to the area
from the [~ ast and allowed their own vision to be clouded by the suPerci]ious attitudes they
brought with them.

Mang of us are fascinated bg the world that Rafael (Chacon knew, and righ’c]g so. | he
nineteenth century in New Mexico was colorFulj tumu]tuous, and exciting, |t was a time of man
against nature, without the buffer of techno]ogy to soften life’s Hows, an era romantica”y
enhanced by the imow]eclge that it has been irrevocab]y lost to progress. Never again will
Americans s’crugglc for survival like Rafael (Chacon did, with so few of the tools which give
toclag’s man suPeriority over his environment. There was a great sense of immecliacg to life in
New Mexico in the last century which is missing in the present clay. lt was a time when even
the essential act of Food~gat}1€ring could be Fraug}w’c with mortal danger, when one’s very life
clePendecl upon having the skill to find the next waterhole or to discover the correct route
through the solitude of a great wilderness. Todag, the great P]aiﬂs, where Ra?ael Chacon
observed the majcs’cg of vast buffalo herds Pcace?u”g grazing, has been turned into enormous
irriga’ced farms controlled bg agribusincss corpora’cions; miles of concrete %ig%wags
decorated sPoradica]]9 with garish neon signs exto”ing the clelights of motels and fast-food
chains; and spraw]ing cities blanketed undcrgrag Pa“s of noxious auto-emission fumes. (Gone
too is the society in which (Chacon lived, where the rigors of survival fostered an essential

climate of mutual he]P, generositg, and shariﬂg.

]t is most grathcying that Chacon exPenclecl so much time and effort in recording the myriacl
anecdotes and details of his long life. [He believed that he was bcqueathing a lcgacg on]g to
his c}'nildren, little knowing that somec}a\tj his story would appear in Prin’c and thus humanize for

us his small Portion of recorded history.”
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