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SCENES FROM THE PAST -V 

WILLIAM L. HISS  

U.S. Geological Survey  

Menlo Park, California 

Twenty-Four Years Ago 
The Fifth Field Conference sponsored by the New Mexico 

Geological Society began in Alamogordo, October 21, 1954, 

covered the Sacramento and Guadalupe mountains in south-

eastern New Mexico, and disbanded near Guadalupe Peak in 

west Texas on October 24. 
Rex Alcorn, then with Sun Oil Company and now an Inde-

pendent, was General Chairman. (See photo, NMGS Guide-

book 26, p. 79; Rex was subsequently President of NMGS in 

1958 and always an enthusiastic supporter of various activ-

ities.) He comments—"It is indeed nostalgic to flip the pages of 

the guidebook covering the Sacramento and Guadalupe moun-

tains of southeastern New Mexico and note the still familiar 

names of officers and committee members: Stipp, Helmig, 

Milks, Bejnar, Pray, Fagadau, Meyer, Clark, Bruce, Matchus, 

Bachman, Sheldon, Jones, De Benedetti, Bradley, Greve, 

Simon, Belknap, Clifton, Oliver, McNulty, Kassube, Buzzalini, 

Davis, Bybee and several others. One name was omitted from 

the guidebook pages and should be mentioned at long last. 

Frank Podpechan stepped forward after press time and con-

tributed much to the success of this venture. Frank is now in 

Tulsa as President of Petroleum Reserve Corporation and 

doing very well. Frank relieved me of many concerns during 

the trip, and it's gratifying to have the chance to so note. 
"Recalling the faces that go with the aforementioned brings 

the word 'change' to mind. In 1954, Roswell was the site of 23 

offices of major oil companies, but now there are none. Only 

Phil Helmig and myself still reside in Roswell; this means that 

we reluctantly bid farewell to literally hundreds of oil-industry 

friends over the years. Tom F. Stipp remained in Roswell until 

his passing in 1976. Tom was President of the NMGS in 1954 

and was editor of the guidebook. It was always a pleasure to 

be associated with Tom. We all miss him and his quiet gentle-

manly manner, and most certainly his expertise. 
"It seems inevitable that each such trip supplies a memory 

of some occurrence having nothing to do with the actual pur-

pose of the endeavor, and this was no exception. I have a vivid 

recollection of receiving a phone call in Alamogordo late in the 

evening prior to the beginning of the trip. Two friends and 

colleagues with Sun Oil Company had flown from Dallas to El 

Paso to attend the conference. They requested that I drive to 

El Paso and pick them up at the 'bridge' spanning the Rio 

Grande at Juarez. I agreed to do so, definitely without enthu-

siasm, and arrived at the appointed place about 2:00 a.m. 

knowing that there was no way that they would be waiting. 

Surprisingly, there they were, fully prepared to convince me to 

enter Juarez so they might view just "one more show." I 

agreed to do so feeling that it would probably save time to 

simply succumb to their pleadings rather than spend time 

listening to their not-too-coherent but well-prepared debate. 

We returned to Alamogordo just in time for me to reach the 

assembly point for the first day, offer the traditional remarks 

of welcome, and introduce Lloyd Pray, trip leader for the 

Sacramento Mountains portion of the excursion. It is no doubt 

fortunate that I don't recall a word I said, for it had to be the 

least enthusiastic opening remarks ever thrust upon an inno-

cent but captive audience. Needless to say, this participant was 

glad to see the first day come to an end. 

"Special mention should be made of Lloyd Pray, whose 

extensive knowledge of the Sacramentos was generously 

imparted to all participants. I still have a mental picture of 

Lloyd high on the Sacramento escarpment spraying paint on 

marker beds to be easily viewed by all while he offered perti-

nent comments over the PA system. 
"1 t's probably noteworthy that nothing exceptional 

occurred as the trip progressed in the way of more than the 

usual unforeseen crises. From Carlsbad, the Guadalupe Moun-

tains and reef escarpment, not to mention the potash mines, 

were examined with emphasis on the Capitan reef and the 

forereef and backreef facies. The impressive contributions by a 

dedicated group of volunteers participating in the field confer-

ences of the NMGS through so many years has enhanced our 

knowledge substantially. And, the Fifth Field Conference was 

no exception. This certainly should prompt a feeling of pride 

for all who contribute in this way to their chosen profession. 
"So, the past 24 years have brought about 'change.' People 

have changed, their professional affiliations have changed, too 

many are no longer with us, ideas have changed, cities and 

towns have changed, roads and highways have changed, 

nomenclature has changed—but one thing remains the same— 

the rocks are still there and they have not changed. They lend 

themselves to further study by our successors eagerly waiting 

to receive attention. If the guidebook for the Fifth Field Con-

ference has been of any assistance at all to those who fol-

lowed, then the considerable effort was well worthwhile. 
"The trip ended some place on the west side of Guadalupe 

Peak, almost half way to El Paso from Carlsbad. My two 

friends requested that I take them to El Paso for their return 

flight to Dallas, with just a little time in Juarez, of course. I 

agreed more readily on that occasion for two reasons. I felt the 

trip had been a success and also it was my birthday. I now 

thank those two wonderful guys for the memory, for they 

both now are prematurely deceased." 
Lloyd Pray, then with California Institute of Technology 

and now with the University of Wisconsin at Madison, was one 

of the field-trip leaders. His work, and that of his students on 

the geology of southeastern New Mexico, is well-known. He 

comments—"My dim memories of the 1954 NMGS Conference 

are of good weather, and a large and enthusiastic group of 

geologists in a very lengthy caravan. The part of the trip which 

went into the Rocky Arroyo and Guadalupe Mountains area 

was into largely terra incognito for me. Up to that time my 

personal involvement with the geology of southeastern New 

Mexico had been largely in the Sacramento Mountain area, 

where I had done my thesis mapping in the late 40's and where 

in the early 50's I held Cal-Tech annual summer field camps. 

The trip to southeastern New Mexico and the Guadalupes in 

1954 was my first involvement with a formal field trip on 

parts of the Permian reef complex. I little realized at that time 

that the subsequent years would see a shift in my emphasis to 

the Guadalupe area, and to the Permian reef complex—which 

has been the focus of much of the research by myself and 

University of Wisconsin students in the 1970's, culminating in 

the 2-day Wisconsin-led field trip of May 1977. And, we are 

still just starting to understand the sedimentology of the Per-

mian reef complex." 



 



 



 


