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D E S C R I B E T H E P R E S E N T A N D O R I G I N A L ( i t k n o w n ) P H Y S I C A L A P P E A R A N C E 

The present mission church at Socorro was b u i l t a f t e r the 
1829 f l o o d which changed the course of the Rio Grande and 
destroyed the mission and the pueblo ( t h i s date given i n Binion, 
An I n t r o d u c t i o n t o E l Paso Landmarks). The present church was 
probably constructed during the next decade. The H i s t o r i c 
American B u i l d i n g s Survey records the date 1840 i n t h e i r measurei^ 
drawings done i n 1936. 

The s t r u c t u r e , which i s of adobe covered w i t h whitewashed 
adobe p l a s t e r , i s ne a r l y H-shaped i n plan , and i s 117 f e e t 
long, 72 f e e t wide on the entrance (south) facade, and 67 f e e t 
wide at the tra n s e p t . The foyer i s flanked by the b a p t i s t r y on 
the east and a mortuary chapel on the west. These three e l e 
ments combine t o make up the long, f l a t south facade of the 
church. 

The south facade has a c e n t r a l doorway w i t h s t a t u a r y niches 
f l a n k i n g the entranceway and appearing on center above i t . ^ ^ 
stepped parapet surmounts the f r o n t w a l l and supports an espadan 
or w a l l b e l f r y . S i m i l a r stepped parapets terminate the east 
and west end of t h i s facade. The e f f e c t of these stepped e l e 
ments capping the w a l l i s s i m i l a r t o abs t r a c t I n d i a n geometric 
designs used t o decorate domestic a r t i c l e s . 

There i s a c h o i r balcony above the foyer c o n t a i n i n g a 
f i n e l y carved turned b a l u s t r a d e . The f i n e s t f e a t u r e of the 
mission church are the f i n e l y p a i n t e d and decorated vigas or 
beams which support the c e i l i n g . These beams, which measure 
roughly 8 by 10 inches, were salvaged from the eighteenth 
century Socorro mission and reused. Above the beams, the c e i l 
i s made up of round saplin g s , 1^ t o 2 inches i n diameter, l a i d 
i n a h e r r i n g bone p a t t e r n . The decorative p a t t e r n g e n e r a l l y 
consists of three s t i c k s stained black, then f i v e white, then 
three black, e t c . The beams themselves are decorated i n geo
met r i c p a t t e r n s w i t h red, black and yellow s t a i n i n g . 

The transept or crucero i s 60 f e e t wide on the i n t e r i o r 
and the w i d t h of the east and west transepts are 15 f e e t , 9 
inches, and 15 f e e t , 11 inches r e s p e c t i v e l y . With the exception 
of the vigas, l i t t l e of the o r i g i n a l i n t e r i o r woodwork remains. 
The segmental arch which separates the sanctuary from the nave 
i s also not contemporaneous w i t h the c i r c a 1840 s t r u c t u r e . 
• r-pThe entrances i n t o the transept and the large transept wind 

ka^^^unuaual a r c h i t e c t u r a l d e t a i l s and frames w i t h f l a n k i n g 
ffi?l8iSters-j and f l a r e d decorative l i n t e l s which also incorporate 
|tj^p semirwfcircular head of the apertures. These (continued) 

kV (See c o n t i n u a t i o n sheet #2) 
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decorative frames on the two doors and two windows were o r i g i n a l l y 
of whitewashed adobe. These have i n recent years been replaced 
w i t h concrete frames which more o r - l e s s f o l l o w the same design. 

Adjacent t o the transept and f l a n k i n g the sanctuary are the 
east and west sanctuaries.These chambers are d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from 
the p r i n c i p a l spaces of the church by a considerable r e d u c t i o n 
i n c e i l i n g h e i g h t . The b a p t i s t r y and mortuary chapel, being 
s u b s i d i a r y spaces, also have lower c e i l i n g s . 

The w a l l s of the s t r u c t u r e vary considerably i n w i d t h . The 
w a l l between the foyer and b a p t i s t r y i s 5 f e e t , 6 inches, wide, 
and the w a l l on the east side of the s a c r i s t y i s 2 f e e t , 10 inche^, 
wide. Generally, however, the nave and tiransept w a l l s are about 
4 f e e t t h i c k and are covered on the i n t e r i o r and e x t e r i o r w i t h 
adobe plaster,whitewashed. 

GPO 901 .08 2 
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Nuestra Senora de l a Concepcion d e l Socorro was founded 
i n the sp r i n g of 1682 as the t h i r d pueblo i n tiie r esettlement 
of the New Mexico Indians who f l e d w i t h the Spanish during the 
Pope U p r i s i n g (Pueblo R e v o l t ) . The pueblo and mission at 
Socorro were founded t o serve the displaced P i r o , Tano and 
Jemez Indians o f New Mexico. A r c h i t e c t u r a l l y , Socorro and 
Yslet a are displaced New Mexican missions, much the same as the 
In d i a n p o p u l a t i o n which they served. The massing, m a t e r i a l s 
and use o f n a t i v e d e corative elements i n these mission churches 
p a r t i c u l a r l y Socorro, show a strong k i n s h i p t o the a r c h i t e c t u r a l 
t r a d i t i o n s which evolved i n the seventeenth century i n Spanish 
New Mexico- The h i s t o r y o f these missions was also, f o r a 
century and a h a l f a f t e r t h e i r establishment, more c l o s e l y 
r e l a t e d t o New Mexico than Texas. 

Franciscan m i s s i o n a r i e s e s t a b l i s h e d the Socorro pueblo 
and mission on the Mexican side of the Rio Grande, seven and 
a h a l f leagues south of Ysleta. Because of cin u p r i s i n g among 
the Indians i n 1683, the o r i g i n a l s i t e was abandoned and a 
l o c a t i o n one league from Y s l e t a was choosen. This clo s e r s i t e 
was selected t o allow a degree of p r o t e c t i o n f o r the Spanish 
missionary i n charge. 

I n 1760 Bishop Tamaron v i s i t e d Socorro, as w e l l as the 
other missions i n the E l Paso d e l Norte area, and l e f t the 
f o l l o w i n g account: "From I s l e t a t o Socorro was about one 
league east. This mission and pueblo, l i k e the others, was 
near the r i v e r and had i t s r e s i d e n t missionary. There were 
46 Zuma f a m i l i e s w i t h 182 persons l i v i n g i n the pueblo. A 
small settlement c a l l e d Tuburcio, made up e n t i r e l y , - o f Spaniards 
formed p a r t of the mission. There were 82 f a m i l i e s w i t h 424 
persons i n Tuburcio. The mission church was 36 varas long 
(one vara = 33.3 3 inches) and seven wide, w i t h a transept 14 3/|4 
varas from end t o end" (Our C a t h o l i c Heritage, p.235). 

According t o Bishop Tamaron's d e s c r i p t i o n , the o r i g i n a l 
church at Socorro was somewhat l a r g e r than the mission at 
Ysleta, the nave was about 5 t o 6 f e e t wider, and the transept 

(see c o n t i n u a t i o n sheet #3) 
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v̂ as more than 15 f e e t wider than at Ys l e t a . This church was 
destroyed by f l o o d i n the f i r s t decades o f the nineteenth 
century. According t o l o c a l t r a d i t i o n , the mission, v^hich v̂ as 
r e b u i l t about % m i l e from the flooded s i t e , on the l o c a t i o n of 
a legendary m i r a c l e , was s i m i l a r t o the destroyed s t r u c t u r e and 
the new church reused some of the o l d m a t e r i a l s . The t h i r d 
s i t e of Socorro mission occupies the l o c a t i o n where a mi r a c l e 
concerning the t r a n s p o r t of a Spanish statue of Saint Michael 
i s reported t o have occured. 

"According t o the legend, Indians were t a k i n g the statue t o 
a mission i n New Mexico. But the heavy wheels of the c a r t 
creaked t o a h a l t i n the sandy s o i l of the E l Paso lower V a l l e y . . 
the phenomenon was f i n a l l y explained as a sign from heaven t h a t 
the statue of Saint Michael should remain where i t was, and a 
small chapel was b u i l t t o p r o t e c t i t " (Binion, An I n t r o d u c t i o n 
t o E l Paso.); This same statue of Saint Michael i s on the a l t a r 
i n the west transept. 

The present church was constructed c i r c a 1840 and, excluding 
the replacement of windows, doors and some i n t e r i o r decoration, 
the f a b r i c of the s t r u c t u r e i s b a s i c a l l y unchanged. The Socorro 
Mission has served the surrounding community since i t s e s t a b l i s h 
ment i n 1682 and continues t o be an a c t i v e r e l i g i o u s i n s t i t u t i o n . 

Recorded Texas H i s t o r i c Landmark - 1964. 
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