1954 WEST TEXAS LANDOWNERS WIN A COURT
BATTLE TO PUMP WATER OUT OF THE GROUND.
AND A DECADE LATER, COMANCHE SPRINGS 1S DRY.

NILENT SPRINGS

snd ask o ses Comanche Sprinp,
yoo Wil be dedcted b 0 muncipal
wimmiag pool in Roeney Park. The
poal o large but unremarkable; it does
MM SEsm 1o wanrsnl the mwesstory bath=
honase snd pavilion that towers above it.

Ban when the bathhouse was baile by
the WPA in 1936, i1 sood over s differ-
ert body of winer. s mwoural pool that
was fed by the prodigiows discharge of a
ipring called the Comanche Chied, The
Chief was the largest of the ovilets that
made up the Comanche Springs syiem.,
Tagether they pumped 60 mallion gal-
lens a day of clear and 1llg;hl.lg.l wlkaline
water anto the dry earth, forming a des-
ert panis that the people of ther councry
~hack to the Jumanos and before —lad
relied upon for many thousends of years.,

The springe—along with the pocls,
erecks, and marshlands that they fed—
gquit flowing for geod sometime in the
|.1.r|.'r sictics. There 8 mo Yy o i,
Farmeers who owned lamd higher on the
water table drilled so many wells that the
springs were simply pumped dry,

Fﬂupll: downstream saw it coming. In
1952 a growp of them filed s agains
Clavion Willlams, Sr., and a few otber
‘pump farmers,” sesking an injusction
agsinst further deilling. The kegal action
was long and bitter, it= concerms vicsl
but srcane. The cemral siee was who
vwncd the groundwater. The pleingiffs
srgued thar the water that fed Comanche
Sprangs ran in well-defined urdenground
channels and thercfore constiuted &
sslictrancan strcam. Acconlng o the
Maintiffs, @ stream was @ mwesm, wheth-
e it flowed on the surface o below i In
cach cose, under the docunne of ripanan
fighis, the waber hl:lurig,nd o cveryomne
glong s coune, The pump farmers ar-
gued that the waser beneath thear band
ihd not fow. bor percolaced, and was
therefore thewrs 1o keep,

The case ultimatchy resched the
Teaas Couwn ol Chil Appeals, where
the flowing-verme-percolatmg angumeni
mamned out 1 be g mootr poinc. Under-
grownd water, the cown sasd. belonped
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Tie sPRI%GS FED A% DASIS THAT FROPLE HAD EELIED UPOR FOR TIOUBANDES OF YEARS,

ti ihe landowned, amd ket was thai
Enowing full well thas its decsion woald
wfal the fate of Lomanche Sprngs, the
court raled for the defemdarmy. The ver-
dict helped sex the stage for the hap-
hvard  groundwater polices, deplered
sipiifers. and water crised that womld
henceforih be fxowres of Texss e,
[he immedine effect on Fort Stock-
ton was devastating. at lcast to those
famifies whose Lind, previously warered
by the springs, voaly nemed o desert
There is no precsse date for when the
springs stopped fowng. For a fow years
alter the Coun of Civil Appesh decivion
they would dry up in surmmer and retarn
in winter, but always with less force. By
the early sinties they were gone entirely
There were po more water harards on
the golf cowrse. snd Fon Swckion chil-
dren mo Jonger kearmed to swim in the
spring-fed wading pool jest downeoream
fram che Chief. Bot the annua Water
Carmival congimued in the concrese poal,

b

gnd for o shosr dme an effon was made,
for seatimemial feasons, W pump ity
water through one of the old dned-up
SPFRE OpenmEs.

Tielary the Chief & & desp, dry crevice,
g wide thal ome can stamd above it
and marvel at the explosive force with
which ehe warer miust afce have ruihed
forth out of the ewih. Long ago,
cape wis built over the spring opening to
prevent swimmors from cxploring s
dengerous passiges. | he cape i sl
there, as i conptmning some fieful, m-
vimible presence. A few vesrs back a
group ol cavers squeesed i through the
manith of the Chief and dscovered an
exlensive cave wystem, They found a
few poals of water, but mostly the coves
gre dry, and most people expect them 1o
sty that wav. Just in cose, thouph, the
comncrete botcom of the pool rests on
#ilts abive the bedrock. That's 1o leave
room for the waner to flow if che springs
cver come alive aguin, &
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