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Big Artist, Small Town
Michael Tracy is the latest in a long line of pioneers fighting to preserve remote San Ygnacio

By Michael Hardy

Awork crew was doing main-
tenance in the small South 
Texas town of San Ygnacio 
a decade ago when one of 

its machines malfunctioned, spraying 
a ragged strip of asphalt primer along 
the north facade of the Treviño-Uribe 
Rancho. This modest complex of one-
story stone buildings, the oldest of 
which dates to 1830, was originally 
built to protect Mexican ranchers from 
Comanche raids. What most residents 
simply call “the fort” had recently been 
purchased by the River Pierce Founda-
tion, created by Ohio-born artist Michael 
Tracy, who intended to restore the site 
to its former condition and turn it into a 
house museum. The work crew apolo-
gized, but Tracy was furious.

“It wasn’t an accident,” he told me in 
January. We were having dinner at one of 
several houses and studios in San Ygna-
cio owned by him and his foundation, 
whose original purpose was to fund artist 
residencies but grew in scope to include 
historic preservation. Since moving there 
in 1978, the hard-living, kurta-clad artist 
and his historical restoration projects 
have divided opinion in this town of 
about 700 people, nearly all of them 
Mexican American. Now 78, the artist is 
increasingly preoccupied with his legacy 
in San Ygnacio. What will happen to the 
many historic buildings he owns around 
town after his death? It’s unclear whether 
the River Pierce Foundation, which has 
always relied on Tracy’s wealth and con-
nections, can survive without him. Then 
again, it’s a minor miracle San Ygnacio’s 

DR I V E | D E TOUR










