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The names Hilda and Tom Kelly are synonymous with Water Canyon. If 

pine trees there could talk, they would be telling intriguing stories about Tom’s 
and Hilda’s adventures in and around the Canyon.  Hilda’s grandfather was 
Charlie Rienhardt who had a ranch 20 miles south-west on the other side of the 
Magdalena Mountains. Hilda began spending each summer with her grandfather 
in 1940.  She loved it!  The “West” with its mountains and vast plains suited her 
better than the flat lands of her native Oklahoma.  Hilda’s Cherokee roots run 
deep.  Her great, great, great grandparents walked to Oklahoma when it was 
officially “Indian Territory.” on the infamous “Trail of Tears”. 

Entertainment in Socorro County during the 40s and 50s consisted of a 
country dance one Saturday once a month.  Tom and Hilda met at one of those 
dances in 1943.  People came from miles around to attend, dance share gossip 
and stories.  At 12 o’clock midnight, everyone would eat.  People brought food 
and their children to the dances which often lasted into the early morning hours.  
People often spent the night and came home in the morning. 

In the l962 Hilda and Tom leased the Criswell Ranch which was situated 
on the Continental Divide 90 miles to the west.  They drove a pickup truck to the 
house then worked cattle on horseback on the 72 sections.  Each section is a 
square mile.  There were few roads at that time.  Each day was a potential 
adventure with the truck.  Hilda said, “Every morning we were our own weather 
predictors.  We looked up at the clouds and decided whether it was a pickup day 
or a horse day.”  Because of the lack of roads, the numerous rocks, and the 
potential running arroyos, that decision was very important. 

Tom Kelly’s mother Elizabeth Kelly was a school teacher in Magdalena.  
She cared for the children during the week.  On Friday afternoon, Hilda picked up 
the children and brought them out to the Criswell ranch.  Very early on Monday 
morning, she brought them back. On the ranch, everyone had a job.  “There 
wasn’t much opportunity for the kids to get into trouble,” Hilda said, “They were 
too busy working.  Tom and Hilda ranched the Criswell place for 27 years. 

In its hay-day, according to Tom, Water Canyon had a population of 
approximately 200 people which included old bachelors, civil war veterans, 
miners, and ranchers.  Joanna Tinguely, Tom’s maternal grandmother, was a 
teacher in the school situated, along with the post office, in the storeroom of 
Prices’ grocery store which was up until 1898.  The store was located at what is 
now the Water Canyon picnic grounds which at the time was the center of Water 
Canyon village.  Most of the inhabitants had left by the 1920s and no trace of the 
village remains.  
 


