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The Good the Bad and the Ugly 

Murder Most Foul in the Sierra Madre 

Mountains 

 

Denise Wills 

Anita has been asking us to send in any stories we 

would like to share. Well I have one from my family history which I am currently 

writing up. I’m afraid I cannot establish any link with Bakewell in my family 

tree. This story comes from my father’s family who hail from the Worcester area, 

but it demonstrates some of the fascinating history that is hidden in the depths 

of the local record offices. 

In the 1920s a family firm of solicitors, Slatter & Sons, in Stratford on Avon 

closed down and deposited many of their files in Worcester Record Office. In 

1981 Adrian and I were searching the card index file and came across an entry 

for the Keck family in the late 1800s. My great grandmother was Elizabeth 

Sprague, nee Keck. She was born in the village of Dorsington just outside 

Stratford in   1844 – could there be a connection?  We thought it doubtful. 

Elizabeth’s father was an unskilled poorly paid agricultural labourer. Surely the 

family would never be in a position to engage the services of a local solicitor.  

Yet there was indeed a connection and what a story was revealed in that large 

group of papers tied up with pink tape. I will let the documents speak for 

themselves. 

 

Part 1 The Letters 

The first thing we revealed was a collection of three letters written by James 

Keck to his widowed mother and siblings, including one to his sister, my great 

grandmother, Elizabeth Sprague.  

 

 

Dear Brother and Sister 

…I would like to see you all very 

much. I expect your boys are 

nearly grown and will be soon looking out for a wife. Time flies it 

seems but yesterday that they were babys and I left home. I have 
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seen lots of hard times since then . We can look back on the past 

and it looks like a dream….  

It is so high 11 thousand feet above the sea level. You can look 

over the clouds often and it looks down hill to some of the stars. To 

the east is a plain as far as the eye can see. Every other way is 

mountains that tower up in the clouds. Mining is very hard work. 

The rock is so hard that you can mark a piece of glass with it. I 

have worked for this company for two years…  

I am foreman of the night  shift. They work night and day Sunday 

and every day that comes and I am doing better than I have 

done since I have been in United States. If I had stayed in 

England I would never have been boss in a gold mine nor never 

seen as much as I have. I would not like to live in England now. 

In a few days I am going to town and will send you some 

specimens of rocks… 

From your loving brother 

         Jas. Keck 

 

 

……..I left San Pedro  in May and 

came down here and bought one third interest in the above mine.  

        Location of the Silver Queen Mine, just to the west of Kingston, New Mexico1 

                                                           
1 https://thediggings.com/mines/2706 

https://thediggings.com/mines/2706
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I had worked it for quite a while and struck no pay and had to 

leave the camp to get work and other parties trumped the mine.  

I had to come back and fight a 

law suit and me and my 

partner got the mine back. We 

formed a company in St Louis. 

They put up so much money and 

we stocked the mine. If we get 

silver I will be fixed alright for 

a while. If I don’t I shall be flat 

broke but that don’t bother me 

much as I have an interest in 

some more  cl aims here.  

I have been twice down to old 

Mexico last winter and the winter before prospecting for silver and 

found a mine but we had to haul the ore 2 hundred miles to the 

United States to a smelter for which cost us five pound in money to 

get there so we had to let her slide. I might go down there again 

in the spring if I can get off.   (James did return to Mexico in 1888/9 and 

he is probably referring to his Dos Cabezas mine which was fifteen miles to the 

east of Bacerac in Sonora.) 

It is 75 miles from here to the old mexico line and it is a hard 

country. They don’t have much to eat there. They live on tartiho 

(tortilla)  a sort of pancake made from Indian corn and kidney 

beans. You try some at home and soak them for one night and 

cook them till they are soft and put some bacon in after and cook 

both till they are done. When we were down there we had to live 

on venison for meat and hunt it ourselves. You might think it fine 

sport but it is very hard work and 

takes a good shot as you have to 

shute a long way. We got some turkey 

fine old gobblers. They are fine 

eating.  

We were in the Sierra Madre, Mother 

Mountains in English. If you look at 

the map of Mexico you will see where 

we were. Mountains 125 miles across 

Sierra County Advocate 

Saturday 14th February 1885 
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and go from Cape Horn to North British America.  My old partner 

that I had in Texas is with me yet we are both gray and 

hardlooking citizens. You would not know me now if I was to 

come back….. I have the curls of your little children yet took them 

to Mexico with me … 

                                                   

Kingston Feb 26. 88 

Dear Mother and brother 

… I will send you a few dollars when pay day comes to help along. 

We have had an awful hard winter here hundreds of men have 

been frozen to death. We had a storm 4 days since, 2 feet of snow. 

My partner has gone to town tonight and I am here alone. He is 

from Herefordshire.  

I have been lucky that I have not been took in by the Indians. 

They have been raising hell in New Mexico the last four years but 

they are all caught now but about ten or twelve. They are in Old 

Mexico they go in bands of twenty more or less and kill men and 

women and are not in any way particular in which way they do 

it.    

 

 

…Remember me to Allen and his wife …. And tell them to send me 

one of their girls for a wife as I can’t come there till I sell out of 

my mining claims…  I am working in the Silver Queen Mine … if 

we strike silver I shall come home and see you. I am getting a 

little grey how are you for grey hairs. Remember me to all friends. 

I am working on the mine now doing the blacksmith work and 

Boss and shall be here for some time… 

These were the Apache Wars 

– 1861 – 1924. Geronimo 

(right) and his warriors 

photographed in the Sierra 

Madre mountains of Mexico 

at the time of the 

negotiations with General 

George Crook in March 1886. 
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Just a little historical background here. James, baptised John Keck, was born on 

1st January 1852 in Dorsington. He was living with his family in the village of  

Cleeve Prior, near Stratford in the 1871 census and his occupation was 

bricklayer’s labourer.  An affidavit sent to Mexico states that James left for the 

United States seventeen years ago - in about 1873, possibly following in the 

footsteps of an elder half brother.  James’ mother was illiterate but the 

construction of the letters above demonstrates that James had received some 

schooling. 

Research into the frontier towns and mining camps in the 1870s and 80s suggest 

that James did indeed suffer hard times but there were also some distractions. 

Kingston was founded in 1882 when a rich lode of silver ore was found nearby 

and soon had a population of over eighteen hundred. It gained the reputation 

(since disputed) of being one of the wildest and lawless towns in the Wild West, 

supposedly supporting numerous saloons and gambling dens, as well as a brothel 

on Virtue Street. Billy the Kidd and Butch Cassidy were said to have visited the 

town. 2 

One document suggests, however, that James Keck was of good moral character. 

He was an active member of the Black Range Lodge of the Knights of Pythias in 

Kingston, taking an oath that he was not a professional gambler or involved with 

illegal drugs or alcohol. He believed in a Supreme Being, supported law and 

order and promised he would not seek by force or violence to deny others their 

rights. The ideals of loyalty, honour and friendship were (and are still) at the 

centre of the Order. 3 

                                                           
2 https://www.historynet.com/ghost-towns-kingston-new-mexico.htm 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knights_of_Pythias 

https://www.historynet.com/ghost-towns-kingston-new-mexico.htm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Knights_of_Pythias
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Part 2   Murder most Foul 

 

Moving on, we then found this document. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The significance of Francis Talbot and his letter will be examined later. Other 

documents in the Record Office suggest that my family already knew in July 

1890 that James was dead. The original letters shown above, along with a 

collection of birth, marriage and death certificates, were collected by the 

solicitors in Stratford to prove that James was a close relative. 

So what happened to poor James Keck? We only discovered the full details last 

week, courtesy of Google and the University of New Mexico UNM Digital 

Repository.4   It’s quite a gruesome story in the Deming Headlight newspaper so 

look away now if you are of a nervous disposition. 

 

 

                                                           
4 Curren JE “Deming Headlight, 05-31-1890 
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1017&context=deming_headlight_ne
ws 

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1017&context=deming_headlight_news
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1017&context=deming_headlight_news
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The following communication reached us last Saturday. It 

contains particulars of the murder of James Keck which will be 

read with interest. Mr Keck was an earnest and intelligent 

prospector and miner. He was well known in Deming and with his 

partner Mr Harper, has for months past been successfully 

operating one of the finest mining properties in the Sierra 

Madres. Some of the ore, shipped through Deming, has run as 

high as $1600 to the ton, actual smelting returns. He was 

undoubtedly murdered for the money and arms he had on his 

person. 

Carretas Ranch, State of 

Chihuahua,Mexico. May 21
st

 

1890 

Arriving here yesterday, 

found that on 13
th

 May 

James Keck left the Dos 

Cabezas Mines in Sonora 

for Deming, over the 

trail by this place 

riding a burro and 

driving another packed 

with blankets and 

provisions.  

 

 On said 13
th

 at 4 pm he was seen last by some Mexicans passing 

the Manuel? Distillery on the trail. On the morning of the 17
th

 

two Mexicans came to Carretas bringing with them the two 

burros, and saying that they had found them at their camp near 

the ranch.The burros were unpacked and their backs found to be 

very much swollen. In the evening Mr Harper, the partner of 

Keck, came to Carretas and immediately recognized the burros 

and pack as being the property of Keck, and announced that 

Keck had left the mines on the date stated above, for 

Carretas, having with him the burros mentioned, and  a gun, 

pistol, watch, and about $75 to $100 in Mexican silver; and 

that two days after Keck’s departure from the mines, he left 

for Deming via Bavispa and Bacerac to follow the shipment of 
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ore which had been made weeks before. It appearing that 

something serious might have befallen Keck, a party was 

organized, consisting of Captain Doak and his son in law Tom 

Templeton, of the Carretas Ranch, and Mr Harper, to make a 

search. They followed the trail over the mountains, and about 

ten miles distant to the Sonora side of the ranch, they found 

Keck’s body, a few feet distant from the 

trail, in a very decomposed condition. 

Upon examining the body they found that 

he had been shot through the heart with a 

Winchester rifle ball,45-60 calibre and 

robbed of his gun, pistol, watch and 

money first mentioned.  

An examination of the trail for 

footprints and marks showed that Keck 

must have been followed by some person on 

a pony, and the person following, passed 

him on the trail, and got off his pony, 

and walked some 500 or 600 yards and 

secreted himself behind a bush and fired 

from this ambush while Keck was on his 

burro and very near. The empty shell of 

the cartridge was lying close to the 

bush. The footprints of the person who 

committed the deed were those of a person wearing very sharp 

pointed shoes such as are much worn by Mexicans. The body had 

been dragged a few feet only from the trail down into a steep 

canyon and the party were guided to it by the fearful stench 

which arose from it. 

Captain Doak and party immediately pushed on to Bavispa and 

notified the authorities and returned with them and an Indian 

Trailer, the next 

day, bringing a 

coffin in which to 

put the body. The 

body, after being 

placed in the 

coffin, was 

conveyed by 

Captain Doak and 

party to Carretas 

ranch and buried. Mr Harper returned to the mines and has 

offered a reward of $1000, for information that will lead to 

the arrest and conviction of the murderer.      J.A. Lockhart 

An Indian Travois 

Mexican with pointy shoes 

and a Winchester rifle 
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Location of the Dos Cabezas Mine in Sonora 

 

 

 

 

                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                      

To Deming 

Location of the murder of James Keck on the 

wagon trail over the mountains from Bavispe to 

Carretas en route to Deming. This was Apache 

country and the base for many outlaws and 

Mexican bandits. The long tortuous Carretas 

Pass …was the most dangerous part of the 

journey due to its many blind curves, steep walls 

and drop offs.  (Grenville Goodwin, The Apache 

Diaries. Univ  of Nebraska Press 2000) 
 

Dos Cabezas Silver mines, 

15 miles to the east of 

Bacerac. 

Owned by James Keck and 

Monroe Harper. It would 

have taken many days for 

the mule trains, carrying 

the ore, to travel over 200 

miles to the smelter in 

Deming, USA. 

 

San Pedro gold mine where James 

was boss of the night shift. 1886 

So what happened next? 

The story unfolds… 

Kingston, location of James’ 

Silver Queen Mine  1887/8 
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Part 3 

Deceit, Corruption and Fraud 

 

So what happened next?  The documents in Worcester Record Office demonstrate 

that nobody could be trusted in the remote frontier mining towns. 

 

July 12th 1890. 

 Mr Harper writes to my great great grandmother, Louisa Keck, in England 

listing James’s assets. 

$1500 dollars held in the First National Bank at El Paso Texas 

Some mining property at Kingston, New Mexico, apparently of small amount, 

held jointly with Keck’s partner, JH Skipp.   (This is the Silver Queen Mine in 

Kingston.) 

The Dos Cabezas and Monument Mines in Sonora, Mexico. These are held jointly 

by  James Keck, and JH Skipp on one part, and Harper and his brother on the 

second part. 

 

Harper claims that Skipp is the administrator of Keck’s estate in Mexico and he 

wants the family to give Skipp Power of Attorney to sell James’ one quarter 

shares in the mines. He declares that Skipp can give all the  bonds and 

references the family might want and he, Harper, is on the track of the murderer 

and he will do all he can to “ketch him”. 

It is reported by a third party that Skipp has tried unsuccessfully to obtain 

James Keck’s bankroll from the First National Bank in El Paso.  

 

18th August 1890  

Meanwhile PJ Colby , an attorney in Deming has written to James’ brother, 

William. He states that Keck and Harper located the gold and silver mine about 

a year prior to the murder and it has since developed into a very valuable 

property valued at $150,000. James had $1962 in the bank, and was owed $3878 

from ore sold since his death. Colby claims that Skipp has furnished no evidence 

that he was James’ partner in the Mexican mines. 

 “I believe the claim to be fraudulent in every respect. I knew your brother well in 

his lifetime and shortly before his death he told me that he and Harper alone 

owned the property. Harper however will do all he can to prove this claim to 

defraud yourself and your mother. It is absolutely necessary that you come here 

with proof of your relationship to the deceased. Consult with your councillor at 

law and have him prepare FULL authority (for me, Colby) to act as your attorney 
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here. Harper and his associates are now working the mine and can appropriate 

the money taken therefrom. NO DELAY. ACT PROMPTLY  ” 

James Keck’s money is held in the First National Bank in El Paso. Mr Seabold, 

representing the Bank, states the Colby is a fair attorney but he must first sign a 

bond before having authority to act on behalf of the Keck family. 

Harper writes to William Keck “You have made a bad decision in trusting this to 

Colby. Skipp demands his quarter share. If not, he will fight to claim all.” 

 

26th January 1891 

 A Mexican judge is controlling the monies made while James’s estate is sorted 

out, but there is a suspicion that Harper is shipping and selling more ore 

secretly. 

 Harper is getting impatient, claiming if administration is not sorted soon he will 

need to close down the mines due to the great expense of shipping ore to the 

United States and paying workmen. He gives James’ mother an ultimatum. 

Munro Harper, Managing Partner of  The Mining Company of Dos Cabezas and 

Monument asks through the authority of The Prefecture of the District of 

Moctezuma in the State of Sonora, that Mrs Keck, mother of  James Keck, and 

legal owner of James Keck’s shares  

-must within 2 months of the date of the last of 3 announcements in “La 

Leonstitucion” pay $8855.75 Mexican dollars as her share of expenses of the 

mining company up to 1st November last or the shares will be declared deserted 

and abandoned and will be distributed between other partners working the mine. 

 

July 1891 

Mr Siebold of the First National Bank in El Paso writes to the Stratford 

Solicitors.  

Mr Siebold  explains he has made a deal with Harper and Skipp to release some 

of Keck’s share, in order to pay numerous expenses incurred at the mine.  

Siebold is clearly playing down the value of the mines. He states that Harper 

had made three trips with prospective buyers but they were put off because the 

mine is 300 miles from the nearest railroad, and Mexican revolutionaries are 

killing officials and border guards. “The northern part of the state of Sonora is 

very thinly settled, principally with desperate characters and many fugitives from 

justice. Harper hoped for $10,000 but was offered $3,000 at best so no sale.”  

…They  (Harper and Skipp)mine in a poor way. Whenever they go to town or 

anywhere they can get drink they get drunk and stay that way for a week or two 

weeks at a time, so you can imagine the condition of things (at the mines).” 
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Many questions arise.  How much are these mines worth? $150,000 as claimed 

by Colby or Harper’s $3000 offer?   The Deming Highlight mining report at the 

time of Keck’s death shows that the The Mining Company of Dos Cabezas and 

Monument is doing very well.  “It is reported that ore shipments of Keck and 

Harper are showing still further improvements in quality. This last lot assays 

over sixteen hundred ounces to the ton.”  At the time of Keck’s death the 

wholesalers” have in hand 30 tons of high grade ore”   Are Harper and Siebold 

deliberately undervaluing the mining company? If so, why?  

 

December 1891 

Francis Talbot’s letter from Granados in Mexico arrives at police headquarters in 

Worcester and a notice is placed in a local newspaper.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My great grandmother responds to the notice and Talbot replies. Like Colby before him 

Talbot claims to be James’ friend and wants to warn the Keck family that Monroe and 

Skipp are trying to defraud them. He declares that  the Dos Cabezas and Monument 

mines are the richest gold and silver mines in the Sierra Madre worth $500,000. He 

warns the family that they must not write directly to Harper and Skipp as it 

will put his (Talbot’s) life in danger! 

30th March 1892  

James’ mother, Louisa Keck, died.  Just before this date it seems the Keck family 

received their inheritance totalling £143/5/8. My great grandmother got a 

quarter share - £35/16/5. Was this a fair sum?  

Read what happened next and decide for yourself. 
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We found a final newspaper cutting amongst the documents in Worcester Record 

Office. This notice appeared in Berrow’s Worcester Journal on 3rd December 1892. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

It seems that the Mexican who shot James Keck in the heart on the mountain 

trail was never apprehended. The case was brought to a close, a deal was done 

and Monroe Harper and Harold Skipp bought out the Keck family shares early 

in 1892.  Now we know why Harper was so anxious to downplay the value of the 

mines. He wanted to buy those shares as cheaply as possible and one can infer 

from the documents that Mr Siebold of the First National Bank in El Paso was 

probably complicit in this.  

What of Harold Skipp?  He was definitely James’ partner in the Silver Queen 

Mine in Kingston but did he genuinely have a quarter holding in the Sonora 

mines?   Does it seem a little suspicious that he mysteriously disappeared only a 

month or two after the case was settled?  One man alone knew the answers  - the 

man who became the sole owner of Dos Cabezas and Monument Mining 

Company.     

So what became of Monroe Harper? Well he did very well for himself. The 

Mining and Metallurgical Journal of May 1st 1897 announced the probable sale 

of the Dos Cabezos mines in 1897. By the early 1900s Harper had moved to 

Three Rivers, just north of El Paso. Here he was a neighbour of Mrs Barber, a 

very wealthy ranch owner, and his true character was revealed once again.  
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“Early in the 1900s, Mrs. Barber sold her ranch to a neighbor, Monroe Harper. 

Albert B. Fall had come into the Three Rivers country at the time and began to 

take over all the land he could get, but Mrs. Barber refused to sell to him. Hardly 

had she signed over the ranch to Harper, however, when Harper resold Tres Rios 

to Fall.” 5     

 

MONROE HARPER DIES IN LOS ANGELES; PIONEER 

 

Monroe Harper, discoverer of 

the famous Dos Cabezas mine in 

the state of Sonora and one of 

El Paso's pioneer residents, died 

in Los Angeles late Wednesday 

night, according to a message 

received here by Charles B. 

Stevens Thursday morning. Mr. 

Harper sold his interest in the rich Sonora mine and invested it in EI Paso and 

New Mexico property. At one time he owned a number of pieces of El Paso 

property, but recently disposed of them and Invested in Roswell holdings. He also 

owned a big ranch at Three Rivers, N. M.. and was interested in some ranches in 

the Silver City district.    Mr. Harper, with his wife, has been living in Los 

Angeles recently, although they have always claimed El Paso as their home.   

El Paso Herald on the 7th October 1915.6 

*** 

So the BAD? Well Monroe Harper was definitely the bad. A man of dubious 

character. At best a self-seeking opportunist. At worst …  there is no proof but 

we have suspicions. Francis Talbot may have had good reason to fear for his life. 

The GOOD? James Keck was definitely the good. I would say that wouldn’t I as 

he was my great great uncle. But he was clearly an intelligent and hard-working 

prospector and miner and the documents suggest he was well respected both in 

Kingston and Deming. The chapel of the Black Range Lodge in Kingston was in 

mourning for 30 days following news of his death. In his letters to his family he 

comes across as a reflective man with a sense of humour. Before we opened that 

collection of documents in Worcester Record Office all we knew of James Keck 

was his baptism date. It has been a fascinating and also quite emotional process 

trying to piece together his story from all the correspondence, notes, newspaper 

clippings and website searches. We now feel we know him quite well.  

And the UGLY?  All of them I suspect. It was a hard life in a harsh environment. 

                                                           
5 http://www.donaanacountyhistsoc.org/HistoricalReview/1999/HistoricalReview1999.pdf    p40 
6 https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/178859950/monroe-harper 

http://www.donaanacountyhistsoc.org/HistoricalReview/1999/HistoricalReview1999.pdf
https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/178859950/monroe-harper

