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Benigno Hernández was the first Hispanic 
American from New mexico elected to the U.S. 
House of representatives. He rose through the 

ranks of local politics in an era of republican dominance. 
elected two years after New mexico was admitted to 
the Union in 1912, Hernández benefited from a rich 
tradition of Territorial Delegates who had tended to their 
constituents’ needs. Hernández’s loss of his congressional 
seat during the Democratic resurgence in the 1916 
elections and return to the House after republican gains 
in the 1918 midterms reflected national trends.

Benigno Cárdenas (B. C.) Hernández was born in Taos, 
New mexico, to Juan J. and maria m. Hernández, on 
February 13, 1862. Juan was an adobe mason, and maria 
maintained the household. Benigno was the third of 15 
children. He attended local schools but had little formal 
education. Instead, Hernández learned the sheep-ranching 
and mercantile trades while living in ojo Caliente, 
Lumberton, and Tierra Amarilla in rio Arriba County. 
He returned to Taos in 1882, working as a clerk until 
1888. Hernández lived in a number of communities while 
building a merchandising business. In 1904 he joined 
Amador & Company, a firm specializing in sheep, cattle, 
and merchandising. In 1898 Hernández married Frances 
Whitlock; the couple had three children: B. C., Jr.; John W.; 
and Isabel.1 

Hernández served as probate clerk and recorder in 
Tierra Amarilla from 1900 to 1904 and was then elected 
to a two-year term as county sheriff. Hernández served 
as rio Arriba’s treasurer and collector from 1908 to 1912 
and as receiver in the state land office from 1912 to 1914 
before returning to his business activities. He also served 
as a delegate to the republican National Convention in 
1912 and in 1916.2 one scholar counted Hernández as 
a member of the “old guard,” a republican contingent 

that used a “political establishment of considerable skill 
and permanence … [in] … dominant counties of the rio 
grande and Upper Pecos valleys.” many of the old guard 
republicans were successful entrepreneurs who not only 
“achieved a measure of independence from politics” but 
also spoke for “a union of business and similar groups with 
government.” Because they wielded significant influence 
over political and business affairs at the county level, the 
old guard republicans had an extraordinary amount of 
political leverage at the state and national levels.3

Although Hernández’s rationale for seeking a seat in the 
U.S. House in 1914 remains unclear, most likely he hoped 
to capitalize on the political winds of fortune, which were 
shifting at the state and national levels.4 However, some 
considered Hernández’s nomination to be part and parcel 
of the New mexican republican Party’s machine politics.5 
At least one contemporary observer believed Hernández’s 
run was a party decision based on the strategic placement 
of New mexico republicans in the 1916 elections.6 

Hernández ran against an incumbent who was a 
three-term House veteran and the favorite of the New 
mexican political establishment. Democrat Harvey Butler 
Fergusson had served as New mexico’s Territorial Delegate 
in the 55th Congress (1897–1899) and had then run two 
unsuccessful campaigns before winning election in 1912 as 
one of the new state’s two U.S. representatives. During the 
nomination process, both New mexico’s major newspapers, 
the republican Albuquerque Morning Journal and the 
Democratic Santa Fe New Mexican, endorsed Fergusson 
over Hernández. The New Mexican commented, “mr. 
Hernandez has about as much [chance] of being elected 
as the proverbial snowball.” The republican nominee “is 
not widely known throughout the state; his achievements 
for the state have been nil; he has no special strength with 
the native people and none with the english-speaking 
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population,” the editors wrote.7 However, a republican 
political operative noted that Hernández was a favorite 
in three counties with large numbers of Hispanic voters; 
one of these was Santa Fe County, a populous area 
encompassing the state capital.8 Acknowledging the need 
to increase his profile with voters, Hernández welcomed 
the statewide campaign. “I do not deny that there are plenty 
of places in New mexico where I am not well known,” he 
told supporters. “I believe that the people of the northern 
counties know me better than those of the southern counties 
but I shall visit every county. I think the voters are desirous 
of seeing the men they are to consider as nominees and for 
this reason I shall speak all over the state.”9

The republican-leaning editors of the Albuquerque 
Morning Journal insinuated that Hernández’s run was 
racially motivated. When a reader asked if the paper would 
“support B. C. Hernandez if he were an Anglo instead of 
a Spanish-American,” the editors claimed they objected 
to Hernández because he could not adequately represent 
New mexico in Washington, D.C. The newspaper “would 
welcome the election of a native citizen to either house of 
congress or to the governorship … provided his ability was 
such as to reflect credit on the citizenship of New mexico,” 
the editors wrote, but instead “it is understood that he was 
nominated … solely because he was a Spanish-American.”10 

The Albuquerque Morning Journal’s allegations of 
Hernández’s financial mismanagement during his 
term as county treasurer became increasingly rampant 
as election Day approached.11 Hernández vigorously 
defended his reputation and considered suing the paper 
for libel. “When my term of office ended I turned over 
to my successor … the books and records pertaining to 
the office,” read Hernández’s published rebuttal of the 
charges. “I stated … that there might be some errors … 
and suggested that a final settlement be deferred until 
the books could be investigated by the traveling auditor 
of the state and I could be checked out.” republican 
Committee Chairman Charles ely submitted affidavits 
from one of the county commissioners to verify 
Hernández’s rebuttal.12 By mid-october 1914, the paper 
had charged that Hernández “failed utterly to discharge 

his responsibility and properly bear his trust as treasurer of 
the county of rio Arriba,” making his quest for national 
office “utterly inconceivable.”13 Despite the controversy, 
Hernández continued campaigning across the state 
against Fergusson and third-party candidates alongside 
prominent republicans such as Senator Thomas Catron, 
who had dominated New mexico politics since the 1870s 
as an architect of the Santa Fe ring.14 Progressive Party 
candidate Francis C. Wilson warned voters, “You will 
give one man a double vote. Senator Catron will vote 
in the senate and over in the house of representatives” if 
Hernández is elected. Wilson believed Hernández’s only 
platform was race. “I have heard Hernandez … in Taos,” he 
said, “and in that talk he never showed for the fraction of 
a second that he knew there is a congress … or that there 
are national issues. But from fifteen points of his circle he 
comes back to: ‘Vote for me; I am Spanish-American.’”15 

Hernández accumulated a majority of the vote (51.3 
percent), prevailing against Fergusson, Wilson, and 
another opponent.16 much of his support came from 
northern counties.17 “I should not be human if I did not 
feel elated over my election,” Hernández said. “It was one 
of the peculiar features of this campaign that I myself did 
not have a chance to vote for I was campaigning … and 
did not get back to Tierra Amarilla to cast my ballot.” 
Hernández credited his victory to third-party voters 
and dissatisfied Fergusson supporters who either stayed 
home or voted for other candidates. He minimized the 
importance of using race as a campaign issue, saying the 
tactic “may have worked to a certain extent, but I do not 
believe that it cut such a big figure as compared with the 
other causes.”18

Hernández’s legislative interests included pension relief 
for his constituents and the resolution of their land claims, 
natural resource development, and national defense. 
After taking his seat in the 64th Congress (1915–1917), 
Hernández served on the Indian Affairs and the Irrigation 
of Arid Lands Committees. He submitted bills that 
reflected his constituents’ needs, such as financial relief 
for individuals, as well as bills for public works projects. 
expanding New mexico’s infrastructure was a special 
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interest of his. Speaking in support of a bill that would 
provide federal money for the construction of roads 
on National Forest lands, Hernández argued, “New 
mexico and other western states can not afford … to 
survey, construct, and maintain all the roads … but these 
communities are perfectly willing to meet the Federal 
government half way and do their share of road building 
aided by the Federal government, as proposed by this 
bill.”19 Hernández also dealt with social issues such as 
women’s suffrage. Suffragists in New mexico challenged 
Senator Catron and Hernández to support the cause,  
but Catron resolutely opposed it, while Hernández 
remained noncommittal.20

much of Hernández’s legislative agenda focused on 
security and national defense. The ongoing civil wars 
in mexico due to the political upheaval from the 1910 
revolution were an immediate security concern in New 
mexico. By 1915 the Woodrow Wilson administration, 
in concert with other nations, recognized the regime of 
Venustiano Carranza, a regional governor who became 
president and pledged to uphold constitutionalism, liberal 
capitalism, and international law.21 one of Carranza’s 
regional rivals was Francisco (Pancho) Villa, a bandit-
turned-charismatic revolutionary who led the Division del 
Norte, a force that possessed artillery, troop trains, and 
limited air support. on march 9, 1916, Villa led 1,500 
men from mexico into Columbus, New mexico; killed 
at least 17 U.S. citizens; and destroyed property before 
retreating. Villa’s forces also killed 18 U.S. engineers in 
mexico.22 The American public demanded a quick, decisive 
reprisal. representative Frank mondell of Wyoming 
criticized the Wilson administration, charging that it “first 
interfered with the domestic affairs of the republic south 
of us, and then continued its meddlesome interference 
until there was not a faction … that did not hate the 
American name.” 23 The day after the attack, Hernández 
condemned the escalating violence on the mexico-New 
mexico border. He said, “The people of New mexico on 
the border have been suffering like the people of Texas, like 
the people of Arizona, and if the [Venustiano] Carranza 
regime to-day is unable to take care of conditions down 

there.… The people of New mexico have a militia now, 
and undoubtedly will assist the national authorities in 
controlling and trying to apprehend the assassins who have 
committed these latest outrages.” Hernández’s colleagues 
applauded his speech.24 

one of the Wilson administration’s greatest concerns 
was tempering the U.S. response to Villa’s raid. Faced with 
mounting public pressure and a restless Congress that 
could push him into a full-scale invasion in an election 
year, President Wilson decided on a limited engagement; 
he ordered 12,000 troops, led by general John J. Pershing, 
to enter mexico to arrest Villa. Carranza, who sent his own 
force into northern mexico to arrest Villa, warned Wilson 
that such an invasion could lead to full-scale war. Pershing’s 
forces, dubbed the “Punitive expedition,” pushed 350 miles 
into mexico but did not find Villa because of the hostile 
terrain, the lack of cooperation from local citizens, and Villa’s 
skill in evasion. U.S. forces fought with some of Carranza’s 
men on June 21; nine U.S. soldiers and 30 mexican soldiers 
were killed, and a larger number were wounded. To resolve 
the crisis, Wilson and Carranza formed a joint commission 
to resolve the incident and drafted agreements about border 
procedures. Villa did not invade the United States again,  
and the two nations avoided a full-scale conflict.25

Hernández advocated limited support for U.S. 
involvement in World War I during his first term. 
In 1915 he supported a resolution sponsored by Jeff 
mcLemore of Texas warning Americans not to sail on 
vessels of belligerent nations such as great Britain, 
France, or germany so as to avoid capture or death. In 
1916 Hernández supported diplomatic engagement with 
germany, stating, “We should first exhaust our diplomacy 
and warn our people to avoid danger, and when we have 
done all in our power toward preventing war … and our 
diplomacies are exhausted, we will then be unflinching in 
our solemn duty.”26 Along with diplomacy, he supported 
the National Defense Act of 1916 (H.r. 12766), which 
reorganized the U.S. Army into an active duty force, a 
reserve, and the National guard. The act also increased the 
size of the U.S. Army and spurred the creation of a modern 
munitions-production infrastructure.27 
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At the start of his 1916 re-election campaign, 
Hernández announced his intention to win a second 
term, declaring, “I have served to the best of my ability as 
a representative in congress, and I would like to go back 
for another term.” Citing his experience as an incumbent, 
he said, “I think I could render better service [to the 
state in] another term, because I have learned how the 
work is done.” Throughout the campaign, he promoted 
the republican Party platform, which consisted of strict 
neutrality regarding the conflict in europe along with a 
simultaneous increase in the nation’s defense. Hernández 
also campaigned against the Wilson administration’s 
policies of dialogue and limited engagement with mexico, 
which he called “a long series of blunders.” “I believe that 
mexico policies will do more than any other one thing 
to bring about the defeat of mr. Wilson,” Hernández 
said.28 His opponent was William Walton, a prominent 
lawyer who was serving in the state senate and had also 
represented grant County in the 34th Legislative Assembly 
(1901–1902).29 The Albuquerque Morning Journal again 
refused to endorse Hernández. The editors resurrected 
the unsubstantiated charges of Hernández’s negligence 
as treasurer of rio Arriba County, concluding, “mr. 
Hernandez should not have been elected [in 1914] … 
[and] should not be re-elected this year” because of his 
lackluster record in Congress.30 

At the national level, the republican Party’s presidential 
nominee, Supreme Court Justice Charles evans Hughes, 
could not unify republican progressives and old guard 
conservatives. Hughes’s platform was difficult to distinguish 
from Wilson’s neutrality policies, partially because he could 
not afford to alienate isolationist midwesterners, many of 
whom were of german descent, with pro-war rhetoric.31 
Hughes’s ambiguous national platform, which lacked a 
compelling counter-argument to neutrality, complicated 
the efforts of many national republican candidates to 
distinguish themselves from Democratic opponents. Along 
with fellow republicans Frank A. Hubbell, a candidate 
for the U.S. Senate, and future U.S. Senator Holm o. 
Bursum, then seeking the governorship, Hernández 
campaigned around the state.32

Hernández lost re-election to Walton in a close race (49 
to 48 percent), partly because of the success of President 
Wilson’s “peace” campaign message and legislative successes 
supported by both republicans and progressives.33 Wilson 
not only won re-election, but he also brought a number 
of Democrats into Congress on his coattails. republicans 
suffered because of voters’ tepid enthusiasm for Hughes 
and the split between progressives and conservatives within 
the party.34 Within New mexico, the press suggested that 
Hernández’s inattentiveness to constituent needs and 
his focus on national issues cost him at the polls. In an 
election postmortem, the Albuquerque Morning Journal 
acknowledged, “Few people in the state … believed that 
B. C. Hernandez would be beaten for Congress,” but 
the newspaper reported that in his home county of rio 
Arriba, Hernández “failed to receive more than about 
one-half the plurality” he had won in 1914. “Hernandez 
paid little attention to anything except national politics,” 
observed the editor, noting that the state’s representatives 
in Washington should have been focused on key issues 
such as securing federal lands. “He made a few speeches 
on matters pertaining to his state, but they were merely 
perfunctory … and got him nowhere.”35

After his electoral loss, Hernández threw himself into 
supporting New mexico’s mobilization efforts for World 
War I. He served on the executive committee of the New 
mexico council of defense. As one of the most prominent 
nuevomexicano council members, Hernández wrote 
dispatches about the draft, the war, and New mexican 
participation in the war in Spanish. He also opposed the 
Industrial Workers of the World and supported the Wilson 
administration’s repression of labor during the war.36

In 1918 Hernández’s electoral hopes were revived when 
Walton left the House to pursue a Senate run against 
Albert Fall in 1918. Hernández announced his candidacy 
and ran on a platform that stressed his experience and 
success in Washington. He highlighted his ability to 
secure more than $1 million in federal money for New 
mexican roads and reminded critics who accused him of 
pacifism that his “only boy … voluntarily enlisted and 
[had] gone to the front.” Hernández “pledged that he 
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would vote for all measures necessary to win the war.”37 
The once-hostile Santa Fe New Mexican now endorsed 
Hernández, noting that he would do what was necessary 
to help prosecute the war.38 To underscore Hernández’s 
fitness on military matters, Julius Kahn of California, the 
well-respected chairman of the House military Affairs 
Committee, gave him a ringing endorsement. Kahn 
burnished Hernández’s credentials in military preparedness 
by recalling his support for various bills: “While a member 
of the house … he was independent and fearless in his votes. 
I know [that] especially with reference to the legislation of 
the … national defense act.” Kahn recalled, “Hernández 
repeatedly voted while the house was in a committee of 
the whole, considering the measure for an expansion of 
our military establishment, and when you consider that 
that law was passed only seven months before germany 
served her notice upon us that she would destroy our 
ships … it shows that mr. Hernández had vision and 
was looking into the future when he cast those votes.”39 
Hernández’s principal challenger was Democrat g. A. 
richardson, a judge from the Pecos Valley. In the general 
election, Hernández prevailed with 51 percent of the vote 
to richardson’s 48 percent; a third-party candidate, W. B. 
Dillon, won the small remainder of the votes.40 

When he claimed his seat in the 66th Congress (1919–
1921), Hernández served on the Indian Affairs, Irrigation 
of Arid Lands, and Public Lands Committees.41 Hernández 
submitted bills for pension and estate relief, public works 
projects, and legislation for veterans.42 In a floor speech 
on memorial Day 1919, Hernández paid tribute to New 
mexico’s veterans of the Civil War, the Spanish-American 
War, and the First World War. Hernández noted that 
during World War I, about “5,000 men … voluntarily 
enlisted in all branches of the Army and Navy,” with 
“15,000 or more … drafted under the provisions of the 
selective service law.” Unfortunately, “eleven hundred 
casualties marked the price paid by sons of our State in the 
World War.” He paid special notice to the families of fallen 
servicemen, noting, “When we are paying tribute to our 
heroes, let us not forget the mothers, the widows, and their 
orphans” in the aftermath of the conflict.43 Hernández 

also supported H.r. 487, a bill to provide employment 
and homes for military and naval veterans by developing 
state or federally owned land. Touting the support of the 
American Legion of New mexico, which comprised 3,000 
veterans, Hernández told the House such an endorsement 
“indicates that the people of New mexico are intensely 
interested in this legislation, and they are willing to lend 
their aid by giving up part of the lands that were ceded to 
that State by the Federal government, and … the funds 
derived by the sale and rentals of other lands ceded by the 
Federal government” prior to New mexico’s statehood. 
Introduced by House majority Leader Frank mondell of 
Wyoming, the bill was submitted to the Committee on 
Public Lands, where it eventually died.44

one of Hernández’s lasting legislative successes was the 
passage of H.r. 14669, a bill to consolidate forest lands 
in the Carson National Forest, near Taos, New mexico, 
whose enactment (P.L. 66-382) authorized the Secretary of 
the Interior to exchange land with private landowners for 
the benefit of the national park. Hernández submitted the 
bill at the end of the congressional session. After a small 
debate about the equity of value between private and 
federal land, the bill passed the House and the Senate and 
was signed by the President during the waning hours of the 
66th Congress.45

Hernández declined to serve in Congress for a third term 
and returned to New mexico. President Warren Harding 
appointed him collector of internal revenue and he remained 
in that office through the 1920s, eventually serving as 
director of internal revenue. Hernández resigned in 1933 as 
Democrats regained power in New mexico. He remained 
active in New mexican politics until he moved to California 
in 1946. He died in Los Angeles on october 18, 1954.46

For Further reading
Biographical Directory of the United States Congress, “Benigno 
Cárdenas Hernández,” http://bioguide.congress.gov. 
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“I represent a state whose 
citizens are most patriotic. 

Long before we came into 
the sisterhood of States 
they had shown … to the 

world their patriotism by 
offering their services and 
enlisting with the men from 
the North, from the South, 

and from the East in the 
defense of their flag and 

their country.”

Benigno Cárdenas Hernández 
Congressional Record Appendix, March 8, 1916
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