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T ranquilino Luna was a transitional figure in 
New mexico politics. A successful rancher 
and entrepreneur, Luna ran for the Territorial 

Delegate’s seat in the U.S. House against miguel A. otero, 
a seasoned political veteran and a patron of early territorial 
politics. Their 1880 election campaign displayed the stark 
divide between the older, founding generation of territorial 
politicos and a successor generation bent on dictating the 
terms of New mexico’s political future. once in Congress, 
Luna introduced a bill to create a state government 
and bring New mexico into the Union. However, his 
controversial 1882 election sparked a conflict between 
warring political factions throughout the territory and 
prematurely ended his House career. 

Tranquilino Luna was born on June 29, 1847, in Los 
Lunas, Valencia County, mexico, to Antonio Jose Luna 
and Isabella Baca. According to one scholar, Antonio was 
quite wealthy. A merchant-farmer, Luna “grazed 45,000 
sheep and had an annual income of $25,000 at the height 
of his career.”1 Tranquilino Luna’s family was active in 
politics; his grandfather, Juan Baca, had served three terms 
in the territorial assembly as a representative of Valencia 
County.2 one of nine children, Luna was educated in 
local public schools. Like the other offspring of affluent 
nuevomexicanos in the territory, Luna was sent to college 
in the United States. After graduating from the University 
of missouri at Columbia, Luna returned to New mexico to 
work in the livestock industry. In the late 1860s he married 
Amalia Jaramillo. The couple had one son, maximiliano, 
who later became one of Theodore (Teddy) roosevelt’s 
rough riders in the Spanish-American War.3 

In 1878 republicans nominated Luna for Delegate at 
their convention, but “for the sake of harmony” he declined 
the offer to make way for mariano S. otero, whom he 
“promised to support … heartily.” Two years later, when 

otero declined nomination for a second term, Luna sought 
to run for Delegate in the 47th Congress (1881–1883). In 
August 1880, the republican Party unanimously nominated 
him as its candidate. The Daily New Mexican described 
the new nominee as a “man of kindly, energetic, and 
enterprising disposition and exceedingly popular among all 
classes, both of Americans and mexicans wherever known.”4 
In his acceptance speech at the nominating convention, 
Luna assured supporters, “I pledge most solemnly if elected 
to do all that lays in my power for the development and 
prosperity for the people, and … the many and varied 
interests of our beloved Territory.” He vowed to address 
infrastructure improvements, including the expansion of the 
railroads. His campaign received a boost from the support 
of former Delegate José Francisco Chaves, a major political 
patron who campaigned for Luna in the northern counties 
of the territory.5 Luna’s Democratic opponent was another 
towering figure in territorial politics, mariano otero’s uncle, 
miguel otero, Sr., who had served as Territorial Delegate 
during the 34th through the 36th Congresses (1855–1861). 
At the time of otero’s tenure, the New mexico territorial 
government was controlled by “National Democrats,” 
who aligned themselves with the Democratic presidential 
administrations in Washington and supported preserving 
slavery and secession.6 A Southern sympathizer, otero tried 
to move New mexico toward statehood and economic 
development by allying himself with powerful Southern 
members of Congress. Although publicly otero took a 
middle course on secession, questions about his loyalty 
forced him in 1860 to relocate with his family to missouri, 
where they remained for the better part of a decade. This 
left him open to accusations in 1880 that he was little 
more than a carpetbagger, “a gentleman who was born in 
New mexico but has lived for a great portion of his life in 
Colorado and Kansas.”7 
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A major campaign issue was the impact on territorial 
development of old land grants approved by the Spanish, 
mexican, and New mexican governments for prominent 
families. The question of whether the United States would 
honor individual claims to these large swaths of land 
when it acquired New mexico had been resolved by the 
Treaty of guadalupe Hidalgo, but their private ownership 
hindered settlement and curtailed business opportunities 
created by the rise of the transcontinental railroad.8 otero 
campaigned on the promise to resolve the impasse, though 
critics noted that he had been responsible—or at least had 
raised no objections—to efforts to secure patents for some 
of the largest grants in the 1850s.9 

memories of otero’s pro-Southern inclinations lingered 
in 1880, and his political opponents attacked this facet 
of his congressional service. otero tried to turn his prior 
service to his advantage, arguing that experience trumped 
old political arguments. “I am acquainted with members 
of Congress; am conversant with the rules and methods 
by which business is done in the house … and could go 
at once to work for the Territory without losing time in 
becoming acquainted with the details of parliamentary 
rules,” otero asserted. “Luna knows nothing of these 
things, and the five or six months which he would lose 
in learning them, would be employed by me profitably.” 
opponents countered that Congress had changed in 
otero’s two-decade absence. “Congressmen have died and 
disappeared and there remain few of otero’s colleagues, 
even those having long since forgotten him,” wrote 
the Daily New Mexican. The newspaper’s editors also 
insinuated that otero was too old, that he possessed “no 
longer the manhood and ambition which might have urged 
him to prominence in past years and … has not now the 
energy which should have produced work from him.”10 

Critics also charged otero with pandering to Hispano 
constituents, whom they said he had denigrated as a 
Delegate in the 1850s. “In addressing himself to our 
mexican residents he adroitly identifies with them and 
their interests and is full of … sympathy and affection for 
his own race,” wrote the editors of the Daily New Mexican. 
“No one would think from the cunning addresses that 

otero is ashamed that he was born a mexican, but it is 
so.”11 otero’s camp countered by accusing “Luna of being 
implicated in land-grant feuds” and of “being an enemy 
of the mexican.”12 Another otero supporter, exemplifying 
the highly personalized politics of Territorial Delegate 
elections, warned Luna about the futility of campaigning 
in Las Vegas, New mexico, an otero stronghold. 
“Tranquilino, stay at home, and forever give up the 
mistaken idea that you were cut out for a Congressman. 
It takes brains to be a member of Congress as well as a 
thorough familiarity with parliamentary usages and a keen 
insight into the needs of a rapidly-growing Territory. You 
certainly have common sense enough to know that you 
lack these requirements.”13 

Although Luna’s supporters attacked otero, Luna 
stated he did “not believe in the policy or decency of 
personal abuse or mud throwing. of the Democratic 
nominee,” he continued, “personally I have none but 
kind words to speak. of his and his newspapers’ policy 
of personality and no argument, I confidently leave the 
voters to judge.” Luna’s pledge not to turn the campaign 
into a personal popularity contest suggested a shift in 
the territorial elections in the 1880s in which national 
issues took precedence over the cult of personality.14 
Luna focused on issues such as settling land grants and 
instituting a comprehensive public education system 
in the territory. “I believe in full and free education by 
compulsion if necessary,” he said. “The school house speaks 
volumes, and wherever you find it you find a progressive, 
useful, and worthy people.”15 In the end, Luna defeated 
otero, with 53 to 47 percent of the vote.16 Although the 
newspapers reported no widespread voter abuse or fraud, 
miguel otero, Jr., recalled, “rumors of great frauds … 
were rife on the streets of every town in the Territory, and 
the Democrats made preparations to do what they could 
to check such tactics. But their results were unavailing.” 
otero, Jr., was dispatched to Socorro County “to watch for 
evidence of fraudulent practices” and to Valencia County, 
“where it was said they voted the sheep.” In Valencia 
County, he claimed a precinct cast nearly 1,000 votes 
for Luna but not one for his father. The precinct “turned 
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out … to be merely a sheep camp belonging to the Luna 
family,” but given the republican control of the House, 
miguel otero, Sr., did not contest the election.17 

When Luna claimed his seat at the opening of the 
47th Congress (1881–1883), he received the committee 
assignment mariano otero had held in the previous 
Congress. The Committee on Coinage, Weights, and 
measures had jurisdiction over the standardization of 
weights and measurements and over any legislation 
affecting currency. Though not eagerly sought after by 
most House members, the assignment was useful to 
Delegates from states with large mining interests, such 
as New mexico. Like many other Territorial Delegates, 
Luna worked largely behind the scenes, not in the public 
eye making floor speeches. Typical of new members, 
he focused on constituent services, submitting bills for 
pension relief and resolving land claims.18 Luna submitted 
two bills to clarify land grant rights; one of the bills, H.r. 
1923, was submitted as a substitute on Luna’s behalf by 
representative romualdo Pacheco of California, chairman 
of the Committee on Private Land Claims.19 Luna also 
submitted H.r. 1922 to provide for the formation of a 
state government in the territory. The bill was referred to 
the Judiciary Committee, where it eventually died at the 
end of the congressional term. Luna submitted H.r. 7443 
to amend the organic Act of New mexico by modifying 
Texas’ northern and western boundaries to settle border 
disputes that had festered since the Compromise of 1850.20 

Luna sought a second term in the 48th Congress 
(1883–1885), telling a reporter he had “been importuned 
by a number of friends to consent to run, and after 
repeated importunities had finally given his consent.” 
Bucking the unspoken expectation that Territorial Delegates 
serve only one term, Luna acknowledged that while he  
had not voiced his disagreement with the custom to “rapidly 
rotate the incumbent out of office … he had always 
thought it a bad practice, [because] a delegate could hardly 
get to work effectively in a single term of congress.”21 
Luna’s opponent was Democrat Francisco manzanares, 
a successful entrepreneur-turned-politician. The press 
portrayed manzanares as the unknown candidate, echoing 

Luna that he was better qualified because of his familiarity 
with Washington, D.C. Although many Territorial 
Delegates of the era had been successful businessmen, 
one observer wrote of manzanares, “A man who has 
devoted the better … part of his life to his own private 
affairs cannot be expected to take up and successfully fill 
a new and uncongenial position.” moreover, this critic 
believed that manzanares lacked “opinions on grave 
public questions.”22 Although Luna’s campaign activity 
was hamstrung by his convalescence from a debilitating 
illness, he was described by an observer as “so well known 
throughout the territory that he needs no introduction … 
[being] personally acquainted with almost everyone  
of weight.”23 

Luna prevailed over manzanares, with 53 to 47 
percent of the vote, and served for the first year of the 
48th Congress (1883–1885).24 But while the territory 
certified the election, manzanares disputed the results, 
charging that there had been voting irregularities in several 
counties, most notably in Luna’s political base of Valencia 
County. one political observer, while absolving Luna of 
direct involvement, suggested that his political patron José 
Francisco Chaves was responsible for instigating “frauds 
committed by irresponsible parties … in Bernalillo and 
Valencia counties.”25 manzanares appealed to the House 
Committee on elections, which was controlled by the 
new Democratic majority and favorably disposed toward 
his complaint. The committee reviewed evidence from 
different precincts, closely examining inconsistencies in 
poll books that suggested partial or complete forgeries of 
voting returns. 

meanwhile, Luna’s term of service was consumed by 
the contested election, though he continued to serve on 
the Committee on Coinage, Weights, and measures and 
submitted relief bills for constituents.26 In its final report, 
the House Committee on elections disqualified 2,357 
votes it deemed fraudulent, swinging the election to 
manzanares by a margin of more than 900 votes.27 Luna’s 
congressional service ended when the House concurred 
with the committee’s findings and seated manzanares 
on march 5, 1884. miguel otero, Jr., whose father had 
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considered appealing the 1880 election against Luna on 
similar grounds, noted approvingly, “When the frauds and 
stealing were shown, Francisco A. manzanares secured 
his seat, to the entire satisfaction of the people of New 
mexico.”28 The episode ended tragically when melchior 
Luna, one of Luna’s relatives, fatally wounded manuel 
Sanchez, a manzanares supporter, following an argument. 
According to a witness, “Harsh words followed between 
the men, whereupon Luna drew his Colt’s forty-five caliber 
revolver and sent a bullet through Sanchez’s body, entering 
in the breast and coming out the back.” Sanchez died the 
following morning.29 

After his departure from the House, Luna returned 
to New mexico to focus on his business activities. In 
1892 he served as a delegate to the republican National 
Convention in minneapolis, minnesota. He also succeeded 
his late brother as sheriff of Valencia County, serving until 
his death in Peralta, New mexico, on November 20, 1892, 
of complications from what was likely dysentery.30 

For Further reading
Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, “Tranquilino 
Luna,” http://bioguide.congress.gov. 
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