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Trinity Site’s Schmidt / McDonald Ranch House

Prior to World War II, the Trinity Site area with its two
McDonald brothers ranch houses was obscure New Mexico
ranch land noted mainly for being part of the Jornada
Del Muerto. After the Manhattan Project, often called the
world’s best kept secret, exploded the world’s first atomic
here on July 16, 1945 Trinity Site became synonymous with
the birth of the Atomic Age.

In addition to Ground Zero, the area includes both the
George and Dave McDonald ranch houses. The plutonium
core to the bomb was assembled at George’s house and the
Dave McDonald ranch served as base camp for the scien-
tists, technicians and support personnel.

When Maj. Gen. Niles Fulwyler took command of
White Sands in 1982, he visited the National Historic Land-
mark and found the houses coming apart. He immediately
initiated efforts to reverse the deterioration. Using White
Sands Missile Range resources the house was quickly stabi-
lized. He then arranged a partnership with the Department
of Energy and the National Park Service to see about restor-
ing George’s house. In the end, the Department of Energy
and U.S. Army pro-
vided funds for the
Park Service experts
to do a restoration.

The work was done
during 1984. All
efforts were directed
at making the house
appear as it did on
July 12 and 13, 1945.

The George
McDonald ranch was
originally established
by the Schmidt fam-
ily. The Schmidt’s
first house was a mile to the west. When it burned down,
Franz Schmidt had the current house built in 1913. This is
why the house is often referred to as the Schmidt/McDon-
ald home.

The home site encompasses about three acres and
consists of the house and various outbuildings. The house
originally consisted of just four rooms but every room had
an outside door just in case of another fire. Sometime in the
1930 the McDonalds added the stone addition on the north.
This was a bedroom and a bathroom complete with a tub
and toilet. They drained into a cesspool beside the house.
The 1,750-square-foot house is built of adobe which was
stuccoed on the outside and plastered on the inside.

For restoration of the house, much of the stucco had to
be replaced. A photo of a soldier on the porch in July 1945
clearly shows a small section of stucco missing. Since the
restoration was to bring the house to what it looked like in
July 1945 that stucco was left off the adobe bricks.

On the west side of the house is an ice house and cellar
along with an underground cistern that stored rain water
coming off the tin roof. Gutters collected the water and
piped it through a box of carbon particles before draining
into the cistern. Also on the west is the tower for a wind
generator the McDonalds installed to charge batteries they
stored in the cellar. The wiring for lights is still in the house.

To the east is a large, divided water storage tank and a
Chicago Aeromotor windmill. The scientists and support
people used the north tank as a swimming pool during the
long hot summer of 1945. South of the windmill are the
remains of a bunkhouse and a barn which was part garage.
Further to the east are corrals and holding pens. These
corrals were originally built by the Schmidts so they were
designed to accommodate both cattle and sheep. The build-
ings and fixtures east of the house have been stabilized to
prevent further deterioration.

The McDonald family was forced to leave the ranch
at the beginning of 1942 when the Alamogordo Bombing
Range was established for training World War II bombing

crews. The house
stood empty until the
Manbhattan Proj-
ect arrived in early
1945. At the ranch
house they built a
ramp from the gate
onto the front porch
which was used for
moving equipment
and crates into the
house. A support
frame was built at
the gate to be used in
unloading trucks but,
according to scientists who visited later, was never used.

The northeast room, the Schmidt’s master bedroom,
was designated the assembly room. Work benches and
tables were installed. Scientists wanted the room to act as a
“clean room” so the windows were sealed with plastic and
the cracks and corners in the room were taped over. Before
the restoration, small patches of tape and plastic were still
present in the room.

The core was composed of the initiator, made of polo-
nium and beryllium, the two plutonium hemispheres and
a heavy plug of uranium. After assembly it was taken to
Ground Zero where it was placed in the bomb assembly.

The explosion did not significantly damage the house.
Most of the windows were blown out, but the main struc-
ture was intact. Decades of rain water dripping through
holes in the roof did much more damage. The barn did not
do as well. The roof was bowed inward and some of the tin
roofing was blown away. The roof has since collapsed.



Historic American Engineering
Record (HAER) Drawings

1983
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Schmidt / McDonald Ranch House

Historical Background
Family Letters

Article from A/buquerque Journal
Magazine

1987



IT"S REALLY THE SCHMIDT RANCH

Franz Schmidt immigrated to the United
States through Ellis Island at the age of 17. The
young German moved west where he eventually
met Esther Holmes of Pearsall, Texas. They
were married in 1906.

The Schmidt family moved into New Mex-
ico, which was still a territory, and established a
ranch here under the Oscura Mountains. To
build the ranch some of the land was home-
steaded while some was purchased. The fam-
ily’s original home was about a mile from this
house. The original house burned down when
Esther was in town having her second child.

While this house was being built in 1913 the
family lived in the barn at the original homesite.
They moved in here in the fall—the oldest
daughter thinks it was September of 1913.



According to granddaughter Rosemary Hall,
“The house was adobe with pebble dash outside
walls. The inside walls were smooth plaster.
Floors were of wood. On the front were con-
crete half circle steps (now covered by the wood
platform built by the Manhattan Project). The
roof was tin with 18” anchor bolts into the
adobe walls. This was because of the high
winds. The north side of the house had a filter
with charcoal to purify the water from the roof,
as it went into the cistern for storage. The cellar
was part ice house. Ice was cut from the water
tanks during the winter. At this time there was
no electricity or plumbing, only an outhouse.”

There were three Schmidt children—Frances,
Thomas and Margaret. Frances is the oldest
child and the mother of Rosemary Hall. To-
gether Frances and Rosemary wrote the missile
range a short history of their family living in
this house. They described it in great detail.



For instance, the kitchen was painted pale
gray and had a Magic Chef range for cooking.
For light the kitchen had two kerosene lamps
with reflectors. The southeast room was their
living room which was painted tan or a “pink/
peach color.” The assembly room was the mas-
ter bedroom and was painted pale green. The
northwest room was painted blue and belonged
to Frances—the two younger children slept with
their parents.

They describe the ceilings as “drop ceilings.”
By this they mean the ceilings were painted a
cream color which was extended about 18
inches down the wall. This was separated from
the wall color by a strip of wood or scroll work
like that found in the living room. The scroll
was painted by Mike Walsh, a ranch hand who
had come from Chicago seeking relief from his
tuberculosis. He was also in charge of the fam-
ily’s car which was the first car in the area. He
lived in a room at the end of the garage/barn.



They planted cottonwood trees in front of the
house and zinnias on the south side. Frances
says her job as a little girl was to keep the flow-
ers watered. There was also a garden between
the house and the water tanks.

The bunkhouse was occupied by Esther’s
brother, Frank Holmes, and a Norwegian stone-
mason, John Finago. Finago did the stone work
you see around the ranch. Part of the bunkhouse
was also used to store groceries and supplies.

Supplies were brought to the ranch twice a
year by wagon. Wood for heating and cooking
was cut in the mountains and hauled back to the
ranch by wagon. The woodpile was next to the
water tanks. In addition to the cooking stove in
the kitchen there was a pot belly stove in the liv-
ing room.

According to the family this was a working
ranch with over 12,000 sheep and about 1,000
cattle. The sheep were divided into six small



herds, each with a herder and a dog. The shear-
ing was done in the barn and the wool then sold
in town or to buyers from back East. Frances
says the bales of wool were great fun to play on
as a child.

The ranch extended well beyond the immedi-
ate area. The family had a house similar to this
one at Hansonburg Hills which is about six
miles north of here. They also had land as far
south as Mockingbird Gap.

The ranch was eventually sold to a Mr.
Synder because of the failing health of Franz
Schmidt. |

The history of the ranch is not very clear after
this. Sometime in the 1930’s the ranch was ap-
parently purchased by George McDonald, the
last owner of the place before the government
took over the land.
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