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Wale ofMarfa Lights 
Shines back in history i 

I 
. I 

·. John Robcrt Prude, acting patriarch 
at Prude Ranch in Fort Davis, knows 
where to see the Marfa Lights. He'll give 
directions and a passe! of theories for 
the strange, bobbing balls of glow. 
- ·l f he doesn't go with you, he'll tell you 

to drive 20 miles south of Fort Davis to 
Maifa and go east eight miles on U.S. 
67/U.S. 90 toward Alpine. Pull ofT to 
the right where the highway depart­
men_t has finally made a watching place. 

Then look toward the southwest at · 

th� Chinati Mountains and wait. Poof 
-there's the first one, a tiny round ball 
of white light, not exactly still. Then, 
poof, it splits and becomes two slightly 
\vavering, shimmery spheres. In a min­
ute, 'poof, another light appears to the 
right of the other two. And so on. Some­
times only two lights are present, some­
times six. 

Several �tories circulate, Prude said. 
Maybe the lights are those of an Indian 
chiefs spirit lighting signal fires to help 
lead his lost tribe home. A pioneer lead­
ing a cattle drive in 1883 said he saw the 
lights and couldp't find the source. 

_ ·In 1900, another pioneer said he was 
.caught in a blizzard, but that when the 
lights appeared they seemed to signal 
his position and lead him to safe shel­
ter. As recently as 1981, people have 
said lights came close to their car 
windshields or followed close behind 
their cars. 

Current explanations say they may 
be headlights reflecting ofT layers of 
atmosphere or perhaps bats whose 
wings carry radioactive dust. 

In Marfa - by daylight - there's 
.____the beautiful Presidio County Court­

house. The sll1nl·-and-hrick SccotH..I 
Empire structure was built in I HH6. 

A few yards away, the elaborate Ho­
tel Paisano stands as a 1927 symbol of 
an ajnicipated 1930s boom that never 
quite happened. but Franklin D. Roo­
sevelt, John F. Kennedy and Harry S. 

Truman slept there. The hotel was re no- j 
vated and given a Texas Historical 
Marker in 1978. 

Giant was filmed near here, and cast 
and crew- including Elizabeth Tay-

I lor, Rock Hudson and James Dean­
stayed at the Paisano. Past the foun­
tained coUJtyard, inside the Spanish­
detailed hotel lobby, there are cases of 
Giant movie-making memorabilia. 

The Third and 14th U.S. Cavalry 
were stationed at Camp Marfa, on a rise 
above the town, to handle Mexican rev­
olutionary disturbances. Troops also I 
guarded the border against the raids of 1 
Pancho Villa. Renamed Fort D.A. Rus­
sell in 1930, the camp held German 
prisoners of war during World Warll . 

The chamber of commerce has maps 
for driving and walking tours of sites, 
including quartermaster buildings, 
bakery and commissary stores, prison­
er of war detention centers, ofiicers' 
quarters and club, hospital, gym and 
PX. North on 15th A venue, there's a 
headstone marking the burial place of 
Louie, who was the oldest horse of the 
First Cavalry. The words read animo et 
fide, or friend and faithful. He lived to 
be 31. 

Blue-ribbon quality chicken-fried 
steak is found at the Thunderbird Res­
taurant, a vinyl-and-veneer diner that's 
packed to overflowing at lunchtime. 
The fanciest thing in the restaurant is a 1 
framed Fortune magazine story that 
featured Marfa among \Vest Texas 
towns. 

Texas' only mile-high golf course is 
east of town ahout one mile on Fair­
ground Road. Signs downtown puint 

the way. The nine-hole course charges a 

small greens fee and has a pro shop. 

Details can be obtained from the 
Marfa Chamber of Commerce, Box 
635, Marfa 79843. (915)729-4942. 

- JUNE G. NAYLOR 
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