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For my father, who bequeathed me his love of the desert.

For Angela, who lived it with me.

And for Ruby and Lucía, who will see it with their own eyes.





For we are strangers before thee, and sojourners, as were all our fathers.

—1 Chronicles 29:15
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INTRODUCTION

SNOW IN THE DESERT

Long before the boom of the aughts, long before the bust, I made a pilgrimage to the desert. When I arrived, snow suffused the sand, icicles hung from yucca spikes. It was late 1997, the beginning of an El Niño winter.

I’d come running from Mexico City and stopped in the Mojave because it was close to Los Angeles, my hometown, and because that’s where people from L.A.—in trouble with the law, their lovers, their creditors, themselves—go to hide out, lick their wounds, end the affair, bury the body.

I went because my friend Elia was there. She, along with a small crew of L.A. expatriates, optimistic bohos, was creating a life for herself in the village of Joshua Tree, at the edge of the famous national park. Their presence unwittingly helped set the scene for a full-blown art colony and a season of wild speculation in the mid-2000s.

Me, I was simply trying to save my life. I was supposed to be finishing a book. I had completed the research, as writers like to say to editors when they miss the deadline.

I had just enough in the bank to put down the first and last month’s rent on a house down the road from my friends, in Twentynine Palms, a small town sandwiched between the iconic vistas of Joshua Tree National Park and another massive, equally iconic tract of public land: the Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center, the largest corps training facility in the United States, whose sand dunes had served as a simulacrum of the Middle Eastern desert for the first war in Iraq and would again for the second. The rent was $275 a month; I’d talked the rental
agency down from $400. There weren’t many takers at that time for shacks in the Mojave sand.

My pre-boom hovel was a small, ordinary stucco A-frame with thin walls and a composition shingle roof, pale yellow with white trim. Names were etched in the cement of the patio, and a year: 1952. There was a fenced yard in the back, and a big garage empty except for a truck engine block lying on its side. Next to the house were a couple of big tamarisk trees that whooshed in the wind. The “street” I lived on (it had been paved once, but now it was mostly broken asphalt and big pools of sand) ran north–south, and the house faced west, the direction the wind blew from, pecking the living room’s picture windows with sand. A sign nearby read, “NEXT SERVICES 100 MILES.”

I had never seen snow in the desert, had hardly even imagined it, but that is how the Mojave greeted me. A frigid wind blew, and thick flakes fell to efface the land I thought I knew.

On one of my first nights in that thin-walled house on the edge of the one-hundred-mile nothing, I heard what I thought was the hiss of a gas leak. A thorough inspection turned up nothing. It wasn’t a rattlesnake or wind through the tamarisks. It took me a long while to realize that I had never before been in a place of such perfect silence. What I was listening to was the blood coursing through my own body.

Natives of Los Angeles consider the desert their backyard, and sometimes—especially when the Santa Ana winds blow hot and dry—tell themselves that the city itself is in the desert. But no, L.A. is “west of the West,” as Theodore Roosevelt once famously surmised. What L.A. does is imagine the desert, and it projects those representations to the rest of the world.

I’d been to Joshua Tree before, to the actual place on a couple of occasions, but mostly it had been imagined for me. I’d seen its expressionist boulders in Star Trek episodes (the original series) and “heard” it on U2’s eponymous album. In the L.A. music scene there were stories about “country-rock” legend Gram Parsons and his untimely demise in Joshua Tree from a cocktail of morphine and tequila. Joshua Tree was American desert cool incarnate.

On one of my earlier trips to the desert I started wearing a cowboy hat to declare myself a Cowboy—a man of the West, feet wrapped in snakeskin, guitar slung over my shoulder. I am actually a second-generation
cowboy. My father, born in Los Angeles to Mexican immigrant parents, was the first to play the part, having been weaned on the western via radio, film, and phonograph records: the Lone Ranger, Jimmy Stewart and John Wayne, Gene Autry and the Sons of the Pioneers and Marty Robbins. This became my pop culture cradle.

As I grew older, this influence largely turned into a source of embarrassment; the western as genre was well past its prime, and although I liked the Eagles (everyone did in 1977, my freshman year of high school), I had only a vague notion of who Gram Parsons was, and the alt-country movement was still a generation away. Being Mexican back then was almost cool, insofar as being able to play “Malagueña” on guitar to romance white girls looking for something a little more exotic than the parade of boys with feathered blond hair. But my brownness mostly embarrassed me too.

The embarrassment gradually turned to ethnic pride, as I felt summoned to fight the good fights: against, first, U.S. intervention in Central America and, later, the cowboy Know-Nothings who sponsored the reactionary California ballot initiatives of the mid-1990s. Propositions 187, 209, and 227 sought to deny public services to “illegals,” end affirmative action in California’s public institutions, and ban bilingual education. With a ponytail, goatee, and flamboyant ties, I railed against the propositions as a commentator on TV and radio, as a spoken-word and performance artist, and as a writer. Support for the measures came from an aging, demographically diminishing, and economically insecure group of voters, middle- and working-class whites reacting to growing income inequality and the latest waves of immigration. This slice of the electorate canonized the measures with overwhelming electoral majorities—chiefly because most of the new immigrants lacked citizenship or even papers and, thus, voting rights—and crushed my political idealism.

For all my activism, there was no room for a brown cowboy in this debate. I felt the familiar discomfort. It just wouldn’t do to sing a Marty Robbins song, even if it was about the border, at a rally for immigrants’ rights.

So I went south, to Mexico, to experience another kind of difference. I was a restless thirty-something, and Mexico was a restless place. I found my subject: migrants crossing the border into California, Texas, New
Mexico, and Arizona. So I crossed the border too, all along the line of barbed wire and occasionally trampled chain-link that has since been replaced by hundreds of miles of a great wall. Each leap fulfilled a deep and quixotic desire to reconcile my mixed parentage (as the son and grandson of immigrants from Mexico and El Salvador). I crossed from Tijuana into San Diego, from Agua Prieta into Douglas. From Columbus to Palomas, from Juárez into El Paso.

I’d come in a big circle. It happens all the time in the desert—the view is so vast that you can’t be sure sometimes where you’re headed. The land does not change from one side to the other. The flora, the fauna, the mesas and buttes and playas are the same. But the landscape is not.

“The problem,” wrote the literary critic Raymond Williams in The Country and the City, “is one of perspective.” Any particular place can be imagined and represented any number of ways, and the various versions often contradict one another. Landscape is about who is gazing upon the land; the position of the observer creates a frame and necessarily edits the view. It says more about who is doing the gazing than what is being gazed upon. It is impossible to gaze upon the land itself—Sierra Club true believers notwithstanding—because of the layers of imaginaries that overlay it. Raymond Williams referred to such an accrual of imagery and sentiment and ideology as a “structure of feeling.” The notion of the desert as a spiritual and healing place, or Native land, or cowboy cool, or the Big Empty—all these are supported by structures of feeling, by human history, by contradiction and desire.

In my romantic elision of a very real divide, I had wanted to deny the imaginaries by creating a new one, willing the landscape to be of a continuum from one side of the line to the other. In the end, by following brown footsteps back and forth over the border, I “returned” to the West, which in a sense I’d never really left. I came running to it with a nosebleed from Mexico City’s altitude, smog, and cocaine.

In my shack in Twentynine Palms, I began a long process of “recovery”—one that, in fact, lasted throughout my decade-long desert sojourn—and I consciously revisited the idea of the West I’d been raised on. I rescreened the films Pop had fed me when I was young, the best from directors John Ford and Anthony Mann. Hollywood had thrust me into the West via the big screen and the little one, representations
I carried with me to the actual desert and border and farther south (a typical narrative route in a western). Now I read the films as an adult, recognizing both their ancient prejudices (Mexican or Native as dark other) and the nuances that had escaped my childhood vision—especially Mann’s “psychological” renderings of conflicted western characters played by Jimmy Stewart, cowboys who questioned themselves and, by extension, the entire cowboy project.

Perhaps the brown cowboy could have the best of both worlds even as he negated the worst of each. In my journey to the desert I was also indulging cowboy cool for its own sake, which is what people who visit Joshua Tree (or Tombstone or Monument Valley) invariably wind up doing. The interpretive signs of Joshua Tree National Park underscore cowboys and Indians (the latter ancient, nameless wisps who disappeared; the former, with names like Rusty or Bill, unfailingly “colorful”). Walking in the desert with my Akita mix, Bear, rescued from a local animal shelter filled with pets abandoned by marines transferred overseas, I felt very much like Harry Dean Stanton’s character in the touching Euro-pop desert of Wim Wenders’s Paris, Texas, a favorite of desert rats who aren’t really from the desert. Ry Cooder’s slide guitar, a unique hybrid that echoes both the blues and Mexican folk, played as hipster Southwest sound track. And although in the beginning I didn’t consciously imagine myself in any representational context for the pain I was in, I came to understand that it wasn’t just my friend’s fortuitous presence in Joshua Tree that had brought me there.

After a few years in the Joshua Tree area, I moved deeper into the West, to the village of Velarde, in northern New Mexico, where I married into the García clan of Albuquerque. More than an exotic location to find or lose myself in, New Mexico became my home, even I was constantly reminded that I was an outsider by the “natives.”

During the time I lived in Velarde, in a development I could not have foretold, parts of New Mexico and locations in Texas, Arizona, and California were swept up in one of the largest economic boom periods in American history, the main effects of which were a rapid transformation of the built environment and people moving—or being moved. The term “gentrification” was originally coined in 1960s London and in subsequent decades was refined in the United States to describe the reversal of white flight, the movement back to the urban core by the
professional class. This movement resulted in the displacement of the erstwhile working-class denizens of color. It was both a literal, physical marginalization and a more symbolic, representational one. The structure of feeling of particular places was transformed, rewritten by the new arrivals, and “branded” to help set the stage for the speculation—and the ultimate, spectacular collapse of the boom—that came to define the first decade of the millennium.

In the desert West this movement occurred everywhere, from the “techno-urbs” of Phoenix and Denver to much more remote and sparsely populated areas, some of which had been boomtowns a generation or a century ago under utterly different economic and cultural orders. As with the urban model, rural gentrification brought new arrivals—often as not, scruffy or not-so-scruffy artists and assorted bohemian types, the “art colony”—who shoved the “native” population aside with the raw combined powers of speculation and representation. I was a witness to the birth of the boutique desert.

I came to the West during a time of change as profound as any since the opening of the frontier. Migrants were arriving from the South, from the East, from west of the West, a motley cohort that would transform the demographic profile of the region. All this movement meant extraordinary wealth for some and darkening prospects for many others.

As surely as the bloody scrim of Manifest Destiny swept across it, the West tells Americans about themselves. It is an American place writ large with desire over many generations—for water, for silver and copper and gold, for timber and oil; as the place where consumptives came to soothe their lungs, where environmentalists see sacred space, where multinational corporations beat back environmentalists to exploit the land. The story of the great American boom of the 2000s and its culmination in the Great Recession is told well as a western.

By choice and by pocketbook, first in Twentynine Palms, California, and then in Velarde, New Mexico, I observed the margins of the boom. In a futile attempt to embrace the entire expanse—of land, of landscape, of history and representation—like many others before me who craved the immensity of the desert, I roamed farther out, to the Tohono O’odham reservation in southern Arizona and to what is certainly the remotest art colony in the West: Marfa, Texas.

With their wildly contrasting landscapes and human geographies,
these four places nonetheless share multiple characteristics—all borderlands, all changed by the boom. In each, colonial history is not abstract but embodied: the descendants of the peoples whose lands had been stolen generations ago still live there, and they will tell you that you are not where you think you are. Also, these places all have bona fide western tourist destinations in them, or nearby: Joshua Tree National Park, D. H. Lawrence’s cabin (just north of Velarde), the oldest “continuously inhabited house in America” in Santa Fe and the Indian pueblo just up the road where you can see the Turtle Dance on New Year’s Day, the Rio Grande where it takes its “big bend” in West Texas, the land set aside to preserve the iconic saguaro cactus along the border in Arizona, the landscapes Georgia O’Keeffe and Ansel Adams framed.

And they all, to varying degrees, have a “drug problem.” The “problems” are acute and specific to place. The U.S.-Mexico borderlands are a region of smuggling and related abuse. Because of the sense of loss of land, of status, of history, many people may consequently be more vulnerable to what drug offer. Get high, in other words, to take the edge off—of history. The boom only exacerbated the experience of dispossession. And I had come with my own drug problem, related to theirs but not entirely. I was inside and out, among and beyond: the brown cowboy, always on the border.

One way or another, all the actors on this stage displayed tremendous hunger—for a reckoning with history, for justice, or, as in Velarde, for heroin. Or, like in Marfa, to scrub their souls clean in the desert wind (and surround themselves with high art and fine cuisine). In Joshua Tree there was a peculiar and all-consuming lust for landscape, to own the best view of yucca-spiked vastness. In Arizona the neo-Know-Nothings were utterly obsessed with their dark other out in the desert, while the Mexicans were utterly consumed with their single-minded drive to get to el otro lado—and, of course, with narco noir, a few as producers of it but most as its hapless spectators or victims. In the tourist traps on or near the Indian reservations, there was the lust of non-Indian for mystical Indian.

Each of these intense desires created a tendency for people to wipe out their neighbors.

I lived in and among them all. The only way to tell my story, it seemed, was to tell theirs.




1

MORNINGS IN NEW MEXICO

1.

I came to live in New Mexico like an old-school anthropologist, an adventurer in a remote land. I had visited a handful of times as a tourist. Long ago, there was a lover. I was barely out of my teens and was drifting. She was in her late twenties, drifting and practicing the healing arts. She was from Los Angeles, had moved to Albuquerque for more space, cleaner air, fewer of the ills associated with the city—and for the imaginaries of the West as a place of history and restorative powers that can heal the modern, alienated urban psyche.

Albuquerque is not a city, even as its metropolitan-area population approaches one million. That is, it cannot imagine itself a city because to do so would negate its reason for being, its biggest draw for tourists and refugees from Los Angeles and other large cities. Despite the sprawl, it thinks of itself as a town, a provincial way station set between a mountain and a mesa, bisected by the Rio Grande and its verdant cottonwood bosque.

My lover and I were each other’s other: I stood in for Latin American poets and revolutionaries. She stood in for heroic Jewish intellectuals and activists.

Our cause was the revolution in El Salvador and the refugees amassed at the U.S.-Mexico border. Ronald Reagan did not call them refugees; he called them Communists. Along the line in Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas, faith-based activists guided the persecuted pilgrims across the desert and into their churches and homes. The first wave of punk was in the air back then (the Clash had recently released Sandinista!), and my
own existential desire found its home among the exiled militants and working-class heroes that transformed MacArthur Park in Los Angeles into a Little Central America. I imbibed and imitated Salvadoran bard Roque Dalton’s revolutionary verse (“Poetry, like bread, is for everyone …”), declaiming at solidarity events and proselytizing Hollywood liberals. It was a melodramatic Cold War affair, and a sexy one. The passion of solidarity meetings and anti-intervention demonstrations spilled over into bedrooms, and suddenly it was cool to have a brown-skinned boyfriend with a scruffy Che beard.

My lover and I had met at a transformational seminar in L.A. in the summer of 1984, and reunited under the Albuquerque sky, a cerulean vastness I’d seen only in the films of John Ford. We picnicked under the rasp of cottonwood leaves. We drove north—my first visit to northern New Mexico—to a rustic adobe for our rendezvous.

We visited Chimayó, the Lourdes of the American West. She dressed me in vests of wool woven with Native designs. We crouched at the pit of holy dirt said to hold restorative powers and smudged our bodies. I had no idea that within a few yards of the sanctuary there were Hispanos, as Mexican-Americans refer to themselves here, shooting up heroin.

When we drove back down I-25 to Albuquerque, the thunderheads billowed up and two rainbows joined above us. Really.

So New Mexico, to me, was a place where difference became desire and our desire was consummated on a landscape that stripped us of difference, welcoming us back to Eden. Even then I knew it was a lie, but I indulged the magical mystery tour because I was in love.

 


 


Twenty years after my New Mexican affair, my wife-to-be, Angela García, and I begin scouring the rental market in the Española Valley—the heart of the Upper Rio Grande region between Santa Fe and Taos.

The reason we’ve decided to move here is, simply, addiction. Angela, a medical anthropologist, is writing her dissertation on the social and historical dimensions of heroin addiction. She’s chosen the villages of northern New Mexico as her site of research because the area comprises a particularly acute node of the problem. The Española Valley, in fact, has a rate of heroin addiction and death by overdose greater than that of any American city. Angela and I are very familiar with the theme.
Among Angela’s relatives in New Mexico there is alcoholism and heroin and coke and pills, and then there are Angela’s own habits, which I have only a vague notion of at this point. She, in turn, doesn’t know much about my past. Part of the reason she’s fallen in love with me is my passion for the desert. She isn’t yet aware that my drug abuse had brought me to it, to get clean out here beyond the temptations of Mexico City and L.A., my own private Sodom and Gomorrah. But the problem with recovery in the desert is that there are a lot of drugs there, too. Meth produced in remote labs, human “mules” trudging along the burning sands carrying backpacks filled with contraband. Planes, trains, and automobiles carrying it across the border and across the West. Along every route the cargo is shipped, the dealers, just like pharmaceutical company reps, drop off samples to open up new markets, revive old ones.

I have been getting high since my first year of high school, have experimented with most every substance deemed controlled by the DEA. I am the son and grandson of alcoholics, a child of 1970s California, a writer, a bohemian in search of “experience.” I dropped out of college to emulate Kerouac and, like him, was utterly confused as to where the road was taking me even as I snorted up its white lines. By the time I met Angela, I had been on the wagon a few times and fallen off just as many, alternating periods of abstinence and bingeing that lasted months or years.

Angela does not know that I am still occasionally using as we prepare to live together for the first time. The addict prides himself on his discreetness. Or perhaps Angela has turned away from an obvious truth too terrible to admit, or turned toward me because at some level she knows that I, too, am the subject of her research.

We need a house with enough square footage for two home offices. We need a yard for my dog, Bear. And beyond the practical, we both want to live in an adobe. Not a simulacrum, mind you—not in a subdivision of recently built homes with street names like Rising Moon and Camino Cielo; we want one with roots deep in New Mexican history, a real one. We are seeking an authentic western life, after all.

Our first appointment is in the village of Cordova, nestled just above the Española Valley in the foothills of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. “Perfect for an artist’s retreat,” reads the ad in the real estate section of
the Rio Grande Sun (“News from the Heart of the Pueblo Country”), the valley’s weekly newspaper.

We drive north on I-25 from Angela’s mother’s place in Albuquerque, blowing through Santa Fe’s peculiar mix of Whole Foods, Indians peddling to tourists, Spanish folk kitsch, and jet-set fashion. We pass Camel Rock Casino and then its namesake, the natural sandstone formation perfectly representing a head and hump. Soon after comes our first glimpse of the Española Valley. Just past a bend in the road, it suddenly opens up before us, an immense yellow bowl flanked on the east by land wrinkled with innumerable barrancas, alluvial furrows draining the Sangre de Cristos down to the river. To the west, the mass of the Jemez Range, sections of its immense flanks barren still from the great Cerro Grande Fire of 2000, which overran Los Alamos National Laboratory. To the north, the high country of the San Juan Mountains, which disappear into Colorado on the horizon. In this view, there is something of virtually every landscape that defines the American Southwest and northern Mexico: arid scrublands, hills of juniper and piñon, dense mixed-conifer forest, highlands of aspen, and even alpine meadows. Everything else about the drive from Albuquerque to the north will become numbingly familiar over the next few years, but the moment the valley appears will always astonish—even after I become well aware of the human devastation hidden by the sweep of the landscape.

 


 


We aren’t the only ones house hunting in northern New Mexico. We don’t realize it yet, but we are part of a massive new rush on the West, the latest wave in almost two hundred years of American migrations in the region, from the trappers of the early nineteenth century onward through several boom periods of varying intensity and longevity—among them gold and oil speculation, the early artist colonies in Taos and Santa Fe, the hardscrabble folk lured by the Homestead Act, and the exodus into the West spawned by the Great Depression. The rush that Angela and I join will quite possibly signify the greatest period of western upheaval yet.

In the 1990s, the interior West (which includes all the states that share the Rocky Mountains—Montana, Idaho, Wyoming, Colorado, Nevada, Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico) had the highest growth rate in the
country, marking an overall population increase of 25.4 percent, not just in urban centers like Denver and Phoenix but in the exurbs and rural areas as well. This was the culmination of a process that spanned the better part of the twentieth century, from the closing of the frontier to the eve of the millennium, which saw a gradual decline of the traditional population corridors in the East and Midwest. More recently, large numbers of migrants from the West Coast arrived in the interior, too.

The influx only increased during the boom years of the early 2000s. In 2003, the top five fastest-growing cities were split between Nevada and Arizona: Gilbert, Arizona (a Phoenix suburb that logged an astonishing 42 percent population increase in a single year); North Las Vegas, Nevada; Henderson, Nevada; Chandler, Arizona; and Peoria, Arizona. (In the same time frame, San Francisco lost over 4 percent of its population.) The New York Times’ story on the Census Bureau’s report attributed the following breathless quote to Rachelle Iadicicco, who’d moved to Gilbert from St. Louis two years before with her Lutheran minister husband to start a church: “They say there are two kinds of roads here, under construction and not enough lanes.”

Multiple streams were simultaneously propelled into the West by the fundamental force of an economy fueled not by gold or oil or ranching but mostly by the housing boom, which, in turn, had its roots in the tech bubble of the late 1990s, when a good part of California’s urban white working class was forced to flee the cities because of inflated property values. Families that a generation before would have lived in the inner city or perhaps in one of the old suburbs moved east into the desert, searching for affordable housing. (“Starting in the mid-100’s,” read billboards advertising tract homes on the outskirts of Albuquerque, while single-family middle-class homes in Los Angeles were edging up to $1 million.)

A new gentry arrived as well, seeking second homes or turning its back on the urban altogether in favor of telecommuting from a rustic chalet in Montana. At one time in America, the country house was imagined mostly on a beach or a cape, perhaps a cabin in the woods or on a lakeshore. But in the late 1990s and well into the new century, the house in the country moved west.

Then came the middle class, having discovered McMansions, subprime housing loans, and the lure of a tiny patch of grass with a play
area for the kids (the group that came to personify the great mortgage collapse of the late 2000s).

The new money drew ever more immigrants, mostly from Mexico and Central America, with construction and service-sector jobs. These workers built and renovated the houses of the boom, washed dishes in the new eateries, swept casino floors, folded linens in luxury hotels. Thus immigration became a political issue throughout the West, with renewed debate over illegal status and the browning of the desert, its skin and its tongue, which increasingly pronounced the vowels of Spanish.

Add to that a dramatic African-American out-migration, a displacement partly related to the arrival of Latin American immigrants to formerly all-black urban neighborhoods. African-Americans arrived in parts of the West with historically modest black populations—Las Vegas and Phoenix, as well as the California desert satellites of Lancaster, Palmdale, and even Needles, an extreme outpost on the Colorado River that regularly bakes in 120-degree heat during the summer. In one study, historian Andrew Wiese called this movement “as large as the exodus of African Americans from the rural south in the mid-twentieth century.”

All the movement accompanied a general turn away from the Old West economies based on mining, logging, and grazing and toward tourism, recreation, telecommuting businesses, and the service sector. (In the late twentieth century and through the first years of the aughts, this created a new subgenre of amenities for the leisure class, a growth industry catering to “amenity migrants.”)

The transformation of both economy and population, especially the nonwhite minority, has its origins in long-standing global economic trends, and in recent years these changes reached a kind of critical mass. The West’s increased ethnic and racial diversity coincided with a notable change in its ideological character, a cleaving in opposite directions. On the one hand there was the “New West,” with several states (Colorado, New Mexico, Nevada) moving from the “red” to the “blue” column, a pivotal factor in the election of Barack Obama. On the other hand, some red states became redder—notably Arizona, which took a radical nativist turn with SB 1070 and the antics of “America’s toughest sheriff,” Joe Arpaio, rounding up the “illegals,” a classic Old Western performance.


While the economy drove all this movement, the force shaping the cultural trimmings of the boom resided in the imagination—the idea of the West. After having been declared dead or moribund many times before, the western (in the broadest possible terms) made a vigorous comeback, with most of the old tropes intact and enhanced with a couple of postmodern variants. Patricia Nelson Limerick, the author of the foundational New Western history The Legacy of Conquest, noted several, including the West as a place of “authenticity” relative to the “alienation” of urban space, the West as place for manly men (reacting to their sense of postfeminist displacement), and the West as repository of whiteness and the destination of white flight from the diversity of the late-twentieth-century American city. There was also the enduring West of natural grandeur or, as environmentalists portrayed it, the last redoubt of nature—ironically, a campaign so successful that it lured urban dwellers to the interior for the greatest “amenity” of all: nature itself, open space, a sound track of coyotes howling and desert wrens whirring on your very property.

Although historians had spent over two decades assiduously deconstructing the mythic Cowboy West as racist, homophobic, misogynist, and imperialistic, these tropes flourished, too, aided by the literary establishment and Hollywood. Cormac McCarthy became the Faulkner of the borderlands, Joel and Ethan Coen were schooled in the western by McCarthy, and the Oscar for Best Picture of 2007 went to No Country for Old Men. It did not matter whether you lived in Manhattan or Malibu; Sunset magazine was hot, and National Geographic turned from Africa and Brazil to pictorials of sand and sky accompanied by texts in which the writer battles dehydration in the American desert on the trail of rare animal species.

Different actors employed the same images at cross-purposes. Developers selling ranchettes in Colorado invoked “pristine” nature just as much as environmentalists battling the developers and, for that matter, Al Gore fighting against global warming. In the process, each erased the human presence from the landscape. And as the new cultural class—filmmakers and writers and photographers and painters—moved in, they took up the old representations, which fueled the real estate boom and lured ever more migrants.

These forces had the power not just to inflate real estate values but
also to displace the people who were living here when the new comers arrived. As with the overall national economy, the new money did not necessarily produce wealth for the local population. If anything, the new money brought business that sucked the air out of what remained of the old regional economies. The boom on one end of the economy often meant a bust on the other—the displacement of a ma-and-pa operation by a corporate brand, for example, or the subdivision marching across old ranch land. The social and personal fallout of this could often be seen—if one was willing to look—in the shadow of the new Walmarts, artists’ lofts, vineyards, gated communities, and boutique hotels.

 


 


It was in this context that Angela and I arrive in Cordova to see the first house on our list of prospective rentals. We get to the property under a late-winter gray sky and are met by a middle-aged norteño, or “northerner,” as the Hispanos of northern New Mexico often call themselves. He sounds like he’s made the pitch to outsiders before. “The last tenant was an artist from New York,” he says. The house is a one-story with a large attic, from the late nineteenth century or earlier. The twenty-four-inch-thick walls are in great shape considering their age, but inside everything made of wood is crumbling—doorjambs, window frames, the massive viga crossbeams of ponderosa pine. Outside the temperature is mild with a hint of spring, but inside the air pinches our skin like an ice-water bath. Apparently, the woodstove hasn’t been fired up since the New York artist left, months ago. It is a dark, cobwebby house (usually only refurbished or newer adobes are “light and airy,” with picture windows facing mountain views). The interior space is what in today’s market is referred to as an open floor plan—living and dining rooms and kitchen flowing into one another without walls or doorways. At the far end is a cramped bedroom and bath. The attic is nearly as big as the living space below. Here the family once hung meat for jerky or dried ristras of chiles. There is a large hacienda-style patio outside. Angela imagines us sitting at a table there, writing in the morning sun—D.H. and Frieda Lawrence in the mountains above Taos, in 1924—gazing up at the Truchas Peaks, the snow-capped pinnacles of the Sangre de Cristos.

This is perfect.


I’d live and write about the West in a veritable western museum. An American writer, I would claim my birthright, my place in the lineage. No more marginal Mexican-American musings! I would have a real encounter with the Land.

I’d been preparing for this—groomed for this—since childhood and Boy Scout merit badges and my first Swiss Army knife. I’d been schooled in the vast colonial adventure storybook: Columbus “discovering” the Americas, Sir Edmund Hillary and his Sherpa sidekick Tenzing Norgay fearlessly scaling Everest. Still, the most seductive figures were western. John Wayne, so thoroughly familiar I could imagine him sitting at our table for Thanksgiving dinner (“Pass them mashed potatoes, little brown buckaroo!”) and, in the eternity of film, forever stumbling through the desert with a baby in his arms in Three Godfathers, forever seething against the Comanche chief Cicatrice (a.k.a. “Scar,” played by the blue-eyed, German-born Harry Brandon in copperface) in The Searchers, both directed by John Ford, that great twentieth-century framer of the West.

My first vision of the desert was in my grandparents’ house in Los Angeles, where a small glass-framed diorama, a memento from the 1950s, hung in the entryway. During the daytime the windowless entryway was dark compared to the airiness of the adjacent living room, but the frame seemed to glow from within. About eight inches wide by six high and three deep, it depicted a sandy path cutting through a landscape of thick-columned saguaro cacti and ocotillos with their thin fingers reaching skyward. The earth was a rich tan, with rocks and boulders (rendered by tiny clods of actual dirt held down with glue). What struck my eyes, as a child, was the sky, which was blue-green near the top of the frame and passed through sea green to peach to golden yellow at the horizon line. In the dark of the entryway, the rich green of the cacti looked even darker, nearly black in silhouette against the luminescent sky. It was, of course, a western sunset, in the Sonoran Desert, which had thrilled my father during his journeys across the border with my grandparents, back and forth from Los Angeles to Mexico City. I don’t really know which I saw first: the diorama, John Ford, or the actual desert through the windshield of our red Chevy station wagon as we rolled through California in the dead of summer en route to a family vacation, taking advantage of off-season motel rates.


There were no human figures in the diorama, although the artist could have followed the “three cultures” model of New Mexico’s official mythology, in which Anglo, Native American, and Hispano unite in the enchanted landscape. But the image is intended as an idyll, and these come easier without people and their messy histories.

The diorama was beautiful, like any postcard you might buy at a desert truckstop, like Ansel Adams. By framing these scenes, we inscribe the land with our desire. The western image thrives in its largeness, the sweep of the vista, a hundred miles on a clear day. The experience fulfills a Wordsworthian yearning for the sublime: the immensity of nature makes us feel smaller than we are, inspiring awe. We are drawn to the natural beauty of the West out of our alienation from the human, our desire for a landscape without human contradiction.

The desert!

They used to say that Los Angeles would still be desert but for founding father William Mulholland, who stole the water that made paradise friendly to suburban development. In any event, the only thing standing between me and the real desert was the border formed by the San Gabriel Mountains, which I saw every single day as I walked out of my house for school. The desert was in Pop’s stories of all-night drives through Chihuahua in his youth. The desert was my Everest. I would live there one day. I would face death there one day. I would survive it, subdue it, represent it.

I’d already had to adjust this mythology somewhat during my stay in Twentynine Palms, after I’d fled Mexico City. But my encounter with New Mexico restokes my desire for the iconic, in spite of the fact that the Chihuahuan Desert actually ends in southern New Mexico. In the northern half of the state, where the Española Valley is nestled, there are thirteen-thousand-foot peaks and vast swaths of coniferous forest. In fact, the valley seems to split the difference between mountains and desert. At the lower elevations, there are sage plains and hills of juniper and piñon. Geologically speaking, it looks like desert; the soil is loamy and there are plenty of mesas and even some modest buttes. It also snows there and the winter is very long; it is desert enough for me.

D. H. Lawrence had his cabin in the mountains above Taos; now I’d have mine alongside the Rio Grande, the Great River itself. I’d come back to the land (of forebears several generations ago in altogether distinct
geographies, but still) and live off it, chop wood, grow vegetables, bake bread. I’d enter my own diorama.

That day in Cordova, I know next to nothing about New Mexico’s particular and peculiar history. Here I am, I believe, far from the border I’ve been writing about most of my adult life. It is time to leap beyond that line and its maddening binaries (poor-rich brown-white, Spanish-English). I will speak as an American to Americans! A cowboy to cowboys!

When we drive out of the village—the designation for the smallest New Mexico rural communities—I notice details I hadn’t on the way in. In addition to the typical signs of provincial decay (a 1940s work truck sinking into the weeds, that favorite of plein air painters marketing New Mexican pastoral), there is gang graffiti scrawled on crumbling adobe walls, and plenty of beer bottles and cans along the road that seem to have been tossed from moving vehicles. The highway that passes through Cordova, I later learn, is one of the deadliest in the state, owing to the rate of alcohol-related accidents. There are also several rustic boards nailed to posts announcing the “art studios” of Cordova’s many santeros, who carve Catholic icons out of the wood of the forest surrounding the village.

These details are disconcerting and familiar to me, the death and life of the rural poor. Cordova is a noted stop on the scenic High Road to Taos, one of northern New Mexico’s biggest tourist draws. A church O’Keeffe painted is on that road, and the Santa Fe National Forest—as well as a string of communities that constitute one of the poorest regions in the United States.

The Española Valley and nearby mountain villages like Cordova are at the center of a rough triangle formed by the cities of Santa Fe, Los Alamos, and Taos, islands of opulence with the highest per capita incomes of the Southwest and among the highest in the nation. The correlation of ethnicity to poverty is almost perfect. The higher a location’s Hispano population, the poorer it is. Los Alamos is the whitest city and, therefore, the richest. (There is, of course, also profound poverty among the Native American pueblos, although casino revenue is beginning to have an impact on the quality of life in some of them.)

This divide is as familiar to me as the westerns and tales of colonial conquest. It is the contrast between my grandparents’ two-bedroom
house in San Salvador and the nearby villages of barefoot peasants who lived in huts and cooked over wood fires. Between the spaciousness of San Diego’s middle-class suburbs and the ultra-high density of Tijuana’s shanties. I recognize this border. I will, after all, live and write on it again.

 


 


The romance of the Cordova house evaporates quickly. I can’t imagine writing on the patio because my meteorological research shows that almost half the year a frigid wind blows down from the Truchas Peaks. The interior of the house grows darker and even sinister in my imagination.

We set up another appointment, this time in the village of Velarde, about eleven miles north of Española. The owner tells us to meet her on Riverside Drive, Española’s main drag. It is midday, and traffic is heavy. The longtime commercial capital of the rural north, Española is a strikingly urban space in a provincial setting. It has a Walmart, a Lowe’s, a Chili’s, a Radio Shack, a Walgreens and a slew of fast food joints, including favorite local franchises like Blake’s Lotaburger (where virtually everyone orders a “Lotaburger with green chile and cheese”) and two Sonic Burgers within a mile of each other.

For a few generations now, Española has been known as the lowrider capital of the world. The local trucks and sedans are tricked out with tinted windows, spoilers, stereo speakers pumping bass, shiny rims that spin even when the tires stop. They cruise up and down Riverside and pull in at the Sonic Burger on the north end of town, where lots of kids hang out, having fun and flirting, and there are occasional clashes between gangs. Española youths might be proud of their rides, but for the affluent of northern New Mexico, the scene prompts fear and derision. “Española jokes,” primarily told in Santa Fe, say it all. For example: “Why do lowriders have those tiny steering wheels? So you can drive them even when you’re handcuffed.” On more than one occasion in recent years, speculators have tried to create buzz about Española becoming a “new Santa Fe.” But besides a white-owned cybercafé that serves up espressos and cappuccinos, there is little sign of that coming to pass. In the end, Española fits the profile of that other increasingly typical small city of the West: poor and brown.

We meet our prospective landlady, Lisa Salcido, at the Mickey D’s
lot, which is jammed full of lowriders and rural work trucks. Not everyone is picking up Happy Meals; a few small-time drug transactions appear to be going down between relaxed, well-dressed dealers and gaunt, jittery users. Lisa is unfazed by the scene. A landscaper in Santa Fe, she is scrappy and scruffy and street-smart and, culturally, seems to split the difference between her California roots and the New Mexican influences she’s picked up since she arrived, more than twenty years ago. She’d been drawn by echoes of the hippie communes and the New Age that Californians have long imagined in Santa Fe. Lisa has lived in a few norteño villages along the Rio Grande—Pilar, Embudo, and finally Velarde, where she bought an old adobe. She’s been slowly refurbishing it over the years even as she’s rented it out. She hopes to live in it one day, maybe retire there. She tells us to follow her in my car, a year-old Chevy Silverado, eight cylinders and four-wheel drive, that I hope will ease my way into living among the locals. I am no Prius-driving invader from the coast, I tell myself, precisely because I feel very much the foreigner in New Mexico, more out of place than I’ve ever felt in Latin America—or even in truly foreign places, like Boston. It isn’t enough to have brown skin and a Chevy. For many Hispanos, there’s a clear line between locals and outsiders, a divide rooted in centuries of invasion, occupation, and resistance, exacerbated by notions of historical authenticity that inform local politics.

People immediately know I’m not local; they can sense it in the way I speak, the way I dress, the way I walk. That I come from Los Angeles and not New York brings only limited acceptance—the Cali connection often deepens the distrust, I am just another gentrifier from the coast. My best card is that I am with Angela, a native of the South Valley, the legendary Albuquerque barrio given the high Chicano literary treatment by the poet Jimmy Santiago Baca, a place that, like Española, marries two different kinds of authenticity: historical tenancy (dating to the early Spanish settlement of the area in the late sixteenth century) and the urban edge of Chicano pop. Although the macho Hispanos wonder why I’m following my wife around. I am the stranger, period.

 


 


We head north on Highway 68, sometimes called the “low road” to Taos and certainly without the tourist distinction of the high one. Just
beyond the edge of town is Ohkay Owingeh, until recently known as San Juan Pueblo. The Ohkay Casino Resort (600 slots, 101 hotel rooms) dominates the east side of the highway; it is rendered in adobe style, vigas protruding through a sandstone-colored façade, and crowned by a view of the Truchas Peaks. Farther up lies a large swath of public land administered by the Bureau of Land Management. With relaxed regulations compared to those that protect national parks, it lures a working-class crowd of small-time ranchers grazing their cattle, kids riding ATVs, and gun enthusiasts—all of which are anathema to most environmentalists. We pass homes on rural parcels of a few to dozens of acres, some of the spreads stretching all the way to the Rio Grande. About half a mile west of the highway sit several trailer homes, some abandoned and graffiti-scarred. A number of adobes have been burned, leaving scorched mud walls and piles of charred timber. A line of cottonwoods, leafless during winter, marks the course of the river. But the dominant feature of the landscape is the Black Mesa, a dozen miles long and a thousand feet high, a sudden and sharp thrust from the river valley. Like all the black mesas of the Southwest, it has volcanic origins. A long, narrow, and deep lava flow cut through the land, and across millions of years the sediment on either side fell away, leaving the top mostly flat and the sides craggy with exposed basalt. I immediately think about hiking it. It will be years before I do.

We take a left off Highway 68 at an intersection marked by an imploding pile of graying wood that once formed a curio shop named Ruben’s Poco de Todo—bit of everything.

After heading toward the river for a quarter of a mile, we turn right onto a paved county road and then onto a dirt “private drive,” part of a network of roads that aren’t maintained by the county.

Ahead of us, Lisa’s truck kicks up grayish dust. A well-kept double-wide trailer appears on a small parcel to the left, and just beyond it a large gray wall. Lisa pulls her truck up to a gap in the wall and unlocks the ranch-style gate.

The house is an adobe. Not the oldest in the area—it was built about seventy-five years ago—but traditionally New Mexican in most ways, with a steeply peaked roof of corrugated tin and a stucco façade speckled blue and white. A narrow concrete path ends at a covered patio alongside the house. There are two doors. One leads to a bedroom; the
other is the front door, which Lisa now opens. We find ourselves in an entryway and sunroom, which is just that, brilliant light flooding in through two large sliding glass windows. The floor is made of flagstones. The kitchen is a large open space with cheap flooring made up of large plywood panels. A window above the sink looks down a dirt slope to the southern edge of the property; I can see a garage at the bottom, leaning and disintegrating. At the far end of the kitchen a very low door—I am five-eight and have to duck a bit—leads to a tiny hallway dominated by a large gas furnace with a tin exhaust pipe disappearing into the ceiling. Another door connects to the laundry room, which in turn leads back toward the interior of the house. Here is a room with a fireplace. Was it the original sala, or living room? We climb a staircase to the attic. Watch your head, says Lisa. You can stand fully erect only in a four-foot-wide corridor under the apex of the roof. Both floor and ceiling are covered with large sheets of plywood painted white. It is an L-shaped space, like the house below. The window at the top of the L looks down on the front yard and driveway and across to the neighbors’ trailer; the one at the bottom looks over another trailer, a single-wide with blue siding; to its left is an adobe with a rusting tin roof and a jungle of weeds in the yard, abandoned. I hear a whooshing sound outside. At first I think it’s traffic from the highway, but Lisa says it’s the river, which is only a couple of hundred yards away.

Living within earshot of the Rio Grande! I’d walk alongside it with Bear every morning! There is a third window, and it frames the adobe next to the abandoned one. That home looks to be in good shape, with a short plastic basketball hoop, a Big Wheel, and scattered toys and balls in the yard. A young family.

Back down the stairs; watch your head again. Through the sala, the kitchen, into the sunroom and left into a large room with a built-in bookshelf at one end and another furnace with an exhaust pipe at the other. A den? At the far end is a large picture window, overlooking the front yard, which has several leafy sumac trees for shade and a horno, the traditional Pueblo Indian-style domed adobe oven.

Back outside, I notice a small adobe shed. Storage? The pump house, Lisa says. Yes, of course—there is a well, because there’s no city water system to hook up to; there’s no city.


At our cars we chat for a bit before heading back down to Albuquerque. Even before having a chance to talk to Angela, I know we will live in the house. There is more than enough room for both of our offices in the attic. It is a real adobe in a village alongside the Rio Grande surrounded by millions of acres of public lands—the Carson and Santa Fe National Forests.

Somehow, the fact that Angela’s research will focus on heroin addiction in rural communities has receded to a dim corner of my mind. As have my own addictions. Spring is on the way, the river is rushing, the house is full of light, and the Black Mesa beckons.

 


 


We move in a month later.

Angela begins her research by taking a job at a detox facility called Piñon Hills, a program of Hoy Recovery, the largest drug rehab center in northern New Mexico. It is about a mile down from our house, in the village. She is hired as the graveyard-shift caretaker; her responsibilities include dispensing medications and calling 911 in emergencies. The clinic’s staff is vague about what kind of emergencies may arise.

Angela has some reservations about the job, as do I, but we both recognize how close this could bring her to her subjects.

On her first night at Piñon Hills, a violent windstorm hits in the wee hours. I wake up to a roar and a mad metallic clanging echoing through the house. I groggily imagine that the Rio Grande has flooded and that I’ll have to swim to safety in the dark because the power has been cut. I jump out of bed and look through the picture window in the front room—this is where we’ve made our bedroom—and the young leaves of the cottonwood in the neighbor’s yard hiss, twirling and shimmering under an amber streetlight, one of the few in the village. The clanging comes from outside. A piece of tin roofing above me has partially torn loose, and the wind, rushing down the mesa and across the river plays it like a child with a spoon on a pot. If the power is out here, I think, it is surely out at the clinic as well. I pick up the cordless phone, but it’s electric, of course. Should I drive down there, make sure she’s okay? I hesitate. I don’t want her to think that I think she isn’t capable of handling the situation. I decide to wait.

Angela spends the night keeping vigil with an addict whose legs ache
terribly. He begs her to massage them. This is not sexual; this is his body in withdrawal from heroin. She rubs his legs.

Dawn comes with a beautiful stillness and Angela returns home. She got close.

She does not know that when she gets in bed with me how close she remains to the subject of her study, the subject of addiction that I am.


2.

When I search for “Velarde” on the New Mexico Department of Tourism website, I am told, “The page you requested is no longer available or has been moved,” a symbolic cyberglitch. The town is mostly invisible in the physical sense as well. Highway 68 runs along a shelf that hides the town from motorists driving between the meccas of Santa Fe and Taos. There are a handful of roadside businesses—a couple of modest fruit stands, a gas station with a luncheonette for local workers. There is a winery, but it is north of the main village, and if the owners (who are from Oregon) could claim that their storefront is actually in Taos, I’m sure they would. If Velarde is known for anything, it is for apple orchards, but that evokes a golden era long past. Only a handful of the orchards still produce; most are filled with trees left unpruned and unirrigated, apples falling to rot in the weeds. The once-bustling apple warehouse is now a lumberyard, and it, too, is owned by outsiders. (Still, the lingering quaintness of the old orchards is used by real estate agents to bill neighboring villages like La Canova and Lyden as Velarde proper.) The village appears only very rarely in historical records; it gets all of one sentence in Paul Horgan’s epic Great River: The Rio Grande in North American History.

The vast majority of Velarde’s people, of which there are about eight hundred, are native New Mexicans. A few gringos have bought in, all on the Black Mesa side of the river in La Canova or Lyden. But for real estate purposes, Velarde is not the gentrified West by any stretch. It is the village before speculation, but not Edenic, either; it is poor, and surrounded by wealth. Further, it is poor because it is surrounded by wealth, the product of a long history of colonial dispossession.

As is typical of norteño villages, most of Velarde belongs to a handful of families who claim that their tenure stretches back to the land grants
of New Spain, which were given to individuals and communities during the sixteenth-century settlement period. This system of mercedes, as the grants were called, served several purposes, including rewarding Spaniards who’d fought in the conquest and creating a buffer between Indian and Hispano communities. (Land grants were made to Indians as well as Hispanos.) The legal framework of the mercedes emerged in Spain, where they helped consolidate territory taken back from the Moors. A grant usually awarded and specified an ejido, common land that provided water, timber, pasture, and hunting. Individuals included in such grants were free to sell their personal land after a few years of tenancy, but the ejido was to be held by the community in perpetuity. During the Spanish period, land grants were initially weapons of conquest and colonialism. After the 1848 signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidaglo, in which Mexico ceded much of New Mexico (as well as present-day California, Nevada, Utah, and most of Colorado and Arizona), the grants were viewed by Americans as obstacles to expansion—and by Hispanos as their point of resistance to American occupation.

This history, which is central to Hispano identity in New Mexico, is typically a minor sidebar in most accounts of the Southwest. In Velarde, it is very much alive. The acequias, the communal irrigation ditches—the system introduced by the Spaniards when they arrived in the area in 1598—are cleaned out in a big village ritual every spring. The ejido, however, is now part of the Santa Fe or Carson National Forests, and although some men clean and oil their chain saws and head up into the mountains to gather firewood, although they stock up on ammo during hunting season, the Hispanos now have to buy permits to log or hunt or fish on land that was once their commons.

The Spanish legacy also remains present in the region’s Catholicism, generally stereotyped as extreme. The reputation is due, in large part, to Charles Fletcher Lummis, a nineteenth-century explorer, Southwest booster, and Indian rights activist who spied on the “penitentes,” a Catholic brotherhood rumored to have staged actual crucifixions well into modern times. Although the penitentes did not want to be photographed, Lummis took a picture of a penitente in one of their rites from afar. The resulting image, which continues to circulate in western pop culture today, is a classic example of the modern gaze upon the “primitive,”
with its inescapably colonial overtones. The material was perfect fodder for Lummis, who went on to write about his New Mexico sojourn in The Land of Poco Tiempo—the title refers to a variation of the mañana stereotype—to underscore the exotic nature of the local color.

In Velarde today there is no full-time priest, but one visits on a rotating basis and offers Mass at Our Lady of Guadalupe, a handsome and well-kept sanctuary. The cemetery is tidy, too. There are tin awnings for the wood-carved santos adorning the most prominent graves, and the living pick up the trash that blows in on the wind, especially the shopping bags from the Walmart in Española.

 


 


It is a new world, and I want to explore it: the house, the neighborhood, the land, the north, the West. I am a new arrival, a pilgrim, a pioneer, an outsider, a conquistador.

I feel excitement, awkwardness, nervousness—all the affect that comes with not belonging. One afternoon I am driving back to the house from Walmart in Angela’s Subaru, which underscores our class status among the villagers. A handful of locals have late-model SUVs; the rest mostly drive older work trucks: I turn onto our dirt road just as a truck is coming up from the direction of the river. It charges toward me fast, forcing me to slow down and swerve a bit. I don’t think much of this. But then in my rearview I see the truck make a sudden U-turn and barrel back down the road toward me. Within seconds he is right on me, churning up a torrent of dust. There is no room to pull over for him to pass. I cannot see the driver; his windshield is tinted. I maintain enough composure to keep a steady speed, and within a few seconds I turn through our gate and park in front of the house. I’m thinking of running in and grabbing my .22 rifle; since moving I’ve kept it loaded in the bedroom. It is the one my dad and I used to go plinking with when I was kid and whose bullet clip I lost years ago, making it a single-shot rifle. But the driver doesn’t pull in through the gate. He just rolls past it, very slowly, gravel popping under his tires. The side window is down partway, to just beneath the driver’s chin, which he juts up and out as he gives me the classic hard look. Then the truck disappears. I hear him make another U-turn and he drives past the gate again, not quite as slowly.


He is letting me know that I am not from Velarde and never will be, even if I live out the rest of my days here.

 


 


Who belongs here and who doesn’t? On its face, the question is ridiculous, because most of us aren’t going anywhere. Yet it is the question of the American West, and these days it is much on my mind.

I visit the Santa Fe Opera on three occasions, twice to see wonderful productions, and yet every time I pass it on the highway and look up at the bizarre ship rising from the forest—all masts and cables and gleaming slope of white roof like the sail of a caravel—I see Herzog’s Fitzcarraldo, with the maniacal, pitiful eponymous character played by Klaus Kinski dreaming of planting an opera house in the middle of the nineteenth-century Peruvian jungle.

The Santa Fe Opera does not belong, although it is not going anywhere. That is not to say that norteños shouldn’t have access to The Barber of Seville, but the opera is not for them, given the segregation of race and class in the region. Yet the Santa Fe Opera’s authority is immanent. The culture and economy that produced it feel little need to justify or rationalize its presence.

 


 


There are three major claims to “native” status in New Mexico: Pueblo, Hispano, and Anglo. Regional boosters have invoked the “three cultures” notion while eliding a fractious history in which the great unifying factor is conquest.

Native Americans hardly need display their credentials. The Spanish prosecuted not one but two conquests against the Pueblo Indians (the first was so brutal that it prompted the revolt that made the second one necessary). But the conquerors were then conquered by the Americans, forging the Hispano identity. The military activity in northern New Mexico was relatively minor, but real estate speculation was war by another means. At the time of the American occupation, Spanish and Mexican land grants to non-Indian communities accounted for over 5 million acres. Under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, “property of every kind now belonging to Mexicans … shall be inviolably respected.” But Article 10 of the treaty, which specifically mentions land grants and
their protection, was stricken by the U.S. Senate during the ratification process. A clarifying agreement known as the Protocol of Querétaro, which again conferred legitimacy on the land grants, was signed by representatives of both Spain and Mexico but ignored by the United States. A catastrophically corrupt adjudication process ensued, in which first the office of the surveyor general of New Mexico and then the Congressional Court of Private Land Claims ruled on land grant claims. However, the surveyors, judges, and governors with the authority to accept or reject claims were at the same time buying and selling the lands in question. These men came to be known as the Santa Fe Ring, and their names can be found all over New Mexico on buildings and street signs. One of them, Thomas Catron, who became a U.S. senator, collected some three million acres of land for himself. Through the denial of Hispano land grant claims, partition suits (a radical Anglo reinterpretation of Spanish land grant law, essentially making the “commons” vulnerable to sale at the behest of a single grantee), and other strong-arm means, the vast majority of acreage was usurped by the Americans. In New Mexico today, only a little over 300,000 acres is held by the heirs of the original grantees.

Hispanos and Native Americans are divided by their different land claims—a division old as the decision to give distinct grants to the two groups, which was in rooted in the theoretical rigidity of Spanish ideas of race and caste. The historical split has only widened with the advent of the modern casino economy. Pueblo tribes with vastly improved portfolios are less in need of political collaboration, although Hispanos patronize and work in the casinos.

On the third side of the triangle are the Anglos, and every Anglo arrival (or Subaru-driving brown guy from Los Angeles) reminds Hispanos of their festering historical loss, just as the Hispano presence recalls conquest for the Native.

Five hundred years of history are extraordinarily present in New Mexico, which makes the state so palpably American—in the broad continental sense and in its embodiment of colonial history.

Shortly after my arrival, New Mexico’s governor, Bill Richardson, signed a bill recognizing Spanish land grants (or at least those that were accepted by the court of private land claims) as “entities of the state,” making them eligible for economic development funds. And in 2004
the federal General Accounting Office completed a study of land grant heirs’ charges of usurpation. After public hearings, interviews with heirs, and exhaustive historical research, the two-hundred-plus page report concluded that the United States generally had abided by the laws enacted to address land grants in New Mexico within the context of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, even as it recognized the claimants’ sense of historical loss. In the end the GAO’s list of recommendations ranged from doing nothing to creating a new governmental entity to once again review the claimants’ grievances. The preeminent New Mexico land grant historian Malcolm Ebright called the report a “whitewash.” If anything, it stoked Hispanos’ resentment and ensured that their political-historical passion would be passed along to yet another generation.

Grant heirs delight in dissecting land tenure codified, in some cases, nearly a century before the American Revolution. Visit Santa Fe and the tourist guide will inevitably lead you to the “oldest house” in the United States, an adobe supposedly built in 1646. When Pueblo Indians today talk of the Pueblo Revolt against the Spanish in 1680, which ushered in twelve years of independence from Spanish rule in what is today New Mexico—an unprecedented respite in the colonial era—it comes in the tone of familiarity that one associates with lived history. So immanent is the figure of Po’pay, leader of the revolt for the northern Pueblos, that his statue was placed, in 2005, in the National Statuary Hall in Washington, where each state is represented by two individuals. Jemez Pueblo artist Cliff Fragua’s rendition of the revolt leader was rendered in pink Tennessee marble.

In this history, I’m a mote of dust.


3.

One spring evening, I walk beyond our outer wall to the road in the balmy dark and listen to the river roar in the high-country thaw. On the other side of the road lies a gully overgrown with wild grass and cholla cactus. There are dozens of discarded beer cans and bottles, an old cottonwood tree, a haphazard barbed-wire fence, a piece of corrugated tin that must have flown off someone’s roof during a windstorm. I want to walk down to the river, up to the highway, anywhere, but I’ve learned that people don’t walk much in Velarde. That’s an outsider’s pastoral
indulgence. In any case, I couldn’t bring the dog here because the ground is carpeted with prickers that stick in his paws. There’s also the matter of property lines. No one owns the river itself, of course, but every inch of land parallel to its banks is private. I would have to trespass to get to the water. But I am still intrigued by the Black Mesa, which looms over the valley. There is very little development on it, only a few houses relatively close to the river. There must be good hiking up there, I tell myself.

Back on our property, I hear my neighbor. A cough, an abbreviated rasp and wheeze, as if he’s trying to check the reflex and hold his breath. It comes from across the six-foot-high fence of unfinished pine planks that marks the property line on our east side.

I meet him a couple of days later, in daylight, and we shake hands across the wire fence that continues where the wood planks end. His name is Joe Rendón, and he is amicable and chubby, with thick glasses that tint in the light but don’t quite hide his small, dark eyes. He seems to want to grow a thick mustache, but it’s come up thin. He’s fond of baseball caps and sports jerseys; he is fanatical about the Dallas Cowboys.

“All this land you can see,” he tells me, sweeping his arm from the direction of the highway to the east and all the way around to the river in the west, “belonged to my ancestors. You don’t live in Velarde. You live in Los Rendones.”

He has an uncle who lives just on the other side of the county road (called el camino de en medio, the middle road, one of the two paved paths in the village). A cousin lives in a handsome two-story adobe a bit farther south. Another cousin is in the blue trailer directly west of Angela and me. His great-grandfather lived in the now-abandoned adobe next to the trailer. His great-great-grandfather lived where a utility pole stands today; the old adobe was torn down long ago.

Joe’s paternal grandparents had eleven children. The family worked the land. At their height, Los Rendones had about 200 acres in the area, with sixty under cultivation with apples, chiles, and corn. Each year the family would gather for the harvest, sorting and storing the apples in a crumbling structure on Lisa’s property that I thought was a garage. There were trips in flatbed trucks up into southern Colorado, buying and selling and bartering—apples for potatoes, chiles for chickens.

If Rendones owned all this land, then who lived in the house where Angela and I were now?


“That’s the house that I grew up in,” Joe says, making brief eye contact and then turning away.

“Yup,” he says, nodding.

Now there is a long silence. I am living in my neighbor’s house. I tell him he should come over.

“One day,” he says, “but I’m not ready yet.”

 


 


GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE!

Sunday afternoon. For the past hour: screaming and crying, fists pounding on a car hood, screen door slamming, and, in the midst of the battle, the voice of a small boy talking to himself in a make-believe game.

I SAID I WANT YOU OUT OF HERE!

These are my other neighbors.

Rose García and José Martínez, a couple, both twenty-three years old. Their boy is perhaps five. She is light-skinned, with long, thick black hair that she teases up in front, old-school Chicana style. She is somewhat pear-shaped, and what’s striking about her body is the constant tension of it, every pose tense and blunt as a hammer. She almost always wears T-shirts and pants and flip-flops.

José Martínez is short and wiry. He wears his baseball caps backward, XXX-size white T-shirts, and, during the summer, shorts and tennis shoes. I have never seen him without his head covered. What little hair peeks out from beneath the cap is cut very close, a crew cut. I rarely hear his voice, even though the courtyard in front of the house somehow acts as a megaphone so that the southern end of the village can listen in on everything. It is almost always Rosa’s screams we hear.

The fights occur a couple of times a week.

I’m in the attic. I’ve made my writing space next to the window that looks out towards Joe Rendón’s trailer and the juniper hills beyond the highway. I’ve taken one of the old heavy doors stored in the garage and propped it up on sawhorses. The door probably hung in one of the original bedrooms downstairs. It is now my writing desk.

YOU TOOK MY MOTA!

She is accusing him of stealing her marijuana.

I DIDN’T TAKE YOUR MOTA, BITCH!

When I hear the screams, I edge up to the window at the other end of
the attic, where Angela writes and where I have a direct view of Rose and José’s. I’m careful to remain in shadow, although I doubt my neighbors can see me, given the angle and distance. In any case, they are too deep in their moment to look across the courtyard and up to the tiny window of their neighbor’s attic.

Sometimes, Angela joins me. I kneel by the window and she stands. Or I sit in the rocking chair and she sits on the floor and rests her chin on an arm she supports on the windowsill. We stay for as long as the fight lasts. Until he jumps into his car and drives off in a cloud of dust. (Only rarely does she drive off.) Upon his return it’ll start up again, muffled shouting from inside the house. A word, then a phrase, louder, closer to the front door, the door opens, now coming at us full volume.

GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY LIFE!

This is her most oft-repeated line. She struts back inside again. The door slams.

Now it is quiet in the courtyard and in the rest of the village. There was a late-season freeze last night, but the sun has warmed the Española Valley. The local weather forecaster wrote that it was going to be a “Chamber of Commerce” day. Flies buzz lazily in the yellow and green and blue of spring. I can hear the rhythmic whir of a few cicadas, the first of the year, coming up from the riverside. The whoosh of cars and trucks up and down the highway. The distant thudding of locals taking target practice on the BLM land across the highway. We are surrounded by millions of acres of public land that once belonged to the ancestors of my neighbors.

And suddenly—

GO TO THAT LITTLE PUTA OF YOURS!

Her voice builds and crests in a shriek, which usually happens on the final word of a phrase, like “life,” taking the vowel and bending it in several different directions before her breath runs out. She coughs. She coughs a lot. I hear it early in the morning, late at night. I hear it very clearly when she is sitting on the patio smoking a joint. It is quick and sharp, the throat clenching and tissue grating deep inside her chest. I have even wondered if she has TB.

Every once in a great while, he responds, but he never shouts as loudly as she does.

LOOK AT YOU, YOU’RE PSYCHO, EY!


They are dealing. We have noticed the traffic. Perhaps a dozen cars a day drive through. These customers are men, all Hispanos, young and old, mostly in work trucks. Some will come early in the morning, apparently on their way to a trade job—plumbing, electrical. Others in the early evening, clearly after finishing work. Some in the middle of the day. Some in the wee hours.

It is Rose’s house. The Garcías are as prominent in the area as the Rendones. One member of the clan owns the nightclub in the village, another the fruit stand that’s never open at the intersection of the highway with the Lyden Road. The Garcías, I am told, are an old, connected family. So well connected that our landlady passed on to us the advice she was given by local law enforcement when she suspected that José had stolen her lawn mower. We can’t do anything to them, the cops told her. But if you want to take action on your own, shoot him, drag him into your house, and make it look like self-defense against breaking and entering.

GET THE FUCK OUT OF HERE, YOU FUCK!

YOU AND YOUR PILLS, YOU THINK I’M FUCKED UP, LOOK IN THE MIRROR!

So Angela and I watch and listen through the screens on the attic windows. The journalist in me thinks: Talk to them. Get close. But we already are. They are our neighbors.

Rose is aware of our presence. During the first fight we witnessed, which occurred just a couple of weeks after our arrival and which included Rose and another woman coming to blows on the patio, she screamed:

I DON’T NEED THIS SHIT, I’VE GOT NEW NEIGHBORS!

Outsiders, I could imagine her calculating, perhaps even thinking of us as gringos—she drives a Subaru and he never leaves the house before ten in the morning—because class can trump race, and in New Mexico race does not necessarily mean color. Plenty of Hispanos who claim Spanish lineage back it up with light skin and eyes.

Over a period of months of adjusting to our arrival in Velarde, we come to an agreement, all of us. They won’t get in our shit and we won’t get in theirs. Which means: We must not feel compassion, or loathing, or fear. We must not feel anything for each other. But still I go to the window in the attic.

When Joe Rendón and I talk across the fence, sometimes we’ll discuss
the latest eruption next door. He shakes his head. Joe’s young but he talks like he’s old, a man of tradition. He’s always reminding me that the Rendones owned the land all the way from the highway to the river.

“There were orchards and pasture, cows and sheep. And there was good snow every winter and good rain every summer. Oh yeah, there were fights, of course, and a lot of drinking, but not cocaine and not heroin, that’s for sure. Now look at us.”

The sun dips below the Black Mesa, bringing Velarde’s early twilight. No matter what time of year it is, the sun goes down an hour earlier than it does anywhere else. Rose explodes one last time:

I CAN’T TAKE IT ANYMORE!

Now she shoots off in her red Chevy SUV. He stays behind with their son, putters around the yard. She returns in a few minutes, charging down the road in a dust cloud. She screams some more, goes back inside the house.

At true dusk, when the last of the sunlight bleeds away from the eastern hills beyond the reach of the mesa’s shadow and leaves them in a blue-gray pallor, I hear her screams again. I’m making dinner, sautéing Italian sausage and boiling water for pasta. I walk upstairs to the window, where I’ve spent the better part of the afternoon. I can see the dome light inside José’s small black sedan with the tinted windows. He is sitting inside, listening to music I can’t hear. The little boy is gone.

I eat dinner alone. Angela is on the graveyard shift at the clinic. On Turner Classic Movies, I watch A Night to Remember (“Gentlemen, we are in a precarious position”). I go to the attic to write. I look out the back window one last time. The dome light in the sedan is off now. A thin line of light seeps through the crack at the bottom of the front door.


4.

Governor José Chacón Medina Salazar y Villaseñor deeded the land on which the village of Velarde lies to one Sebastián Martín on May 23, 1712, but Martín and his five brothers had occupied and worked the land since 1703, essentially squatting on territory others had previously claimed. The region was New Spain’s frontier at the time, with bands of Apaches, Comanches, Navajos, and Utes regularly attacking Hispano settlements, and Martín is known to have fought the “common enemy”
of the Spanish Crown. The Martín family had deep roots in the region and in conquest. Hernán Martín Serrano had arrived in the area in 1598 with Spanish explorer Juan de Oñate’s expedition. Los linderos, or the territorial limits of the Martín grant, were San Juan Pueblo to the south, the Rio Embudo to the north, Picuris Pueblo to the east, and the Black Mesa to the west. In all, the sprawling claim comprised 50,000 acres that included woods and excellent land for farming on the flood-plain of the Rio Grande.

Martín built his residence and two torreónes—medieval-style towers to repel Indian attacks—on the east side of the Rio Grande where the present-day community of Los Luceros, a couple of miles from Velarde, is today. The compound eventually grew to include some twenty-four rooms, particularly grandiose for the time.

The pop version of these antecedents appears in Heaven’s Window, a relatively recent coffee-table book capturing an unmistakably colonial point of view that emphasizes the elite Spanish cultural history of Los Luceros, laments its inevitable passing, and celebrates the arrival, in 1918, of Boston Brahmin Mary Cabot Wheelwright. Wheelwright’s avocation was the study of religion; in northern New Mexico she focused on Navajo traditions, eventually establishing what is today called the Wheelwright Museum of the American Indian. Her arrival coincided with a boom period in the region, a time that resembled the mid-2000s in many ways, turning on a discovery of the West by artists, writers, and bohemian types, which was accompanied by a surge in both artistic representation and real estate values. Indeed, the first is productive of the second. You have to imagine a place before you desire it enough to want it. Wheelwright bought the crumbling Martín estate and transformed it into a major destination for the political and artistic elites of the day.

One of the commercial functions of Heaven’s Window, written by Michael Wallis, an historian of Old West pop, was to draw more tourists and home buyers to the region. It is no coincidence that missing from the narrative is the history of usurpation, violent and nonviolent, “legal” and illegal in the area. That history begins with Sebastián Martín himself. Although it is unclear what happened to the previous tenants of the tract, Martín was concerned enough about other claims to emphasize in his petition that he and his family alone deserved title to
the land, in spite of the fact that he could not procure the tract’s original documentation. There is historical record of Martín being capable off fraud: in 1730 he filed suit to secure firm title to Taos Pueblo lands, but his claims were proved false and he was fined for “perjury and misrepresentation.”

Fray Francisco Atanasio Domínguez toured the missions of New Mexico in 1776, passing through the string of communities on the Sebastián Martín land grant, including La Joya, which would become Velarde. The Franciscan friar counted about 150 families living in the area at the time. While the grant did not stipulate a commons (the deed made to Martín was considered a private, rather than a community, grant), the uplands between the river and the eastern boundary of the grant functioned as such. Domínguez noted that the acreage was rich in resources—piñon pine for firewood, pasture for cattle, and plentiful water in both the Rio Grande and its tributary streams that drained the Sangre de Cristos. It appears that much of the land was used collectively well into the twentieth century, when the federal government acquired it in a New Deal land-reform strategy called the Vallecitos Federal Sustained Yield Unit, which, rather than realize its stated goal of fostering sustainable rural communities, set the stage for collusion with corporate timber and mineral interests.

A Depression-era study conducted by the Indian Land Research Unit of the Office of Indian Affairs captured the beginning of the transition from a land-based economy to one dependent on migrant labor and federal aid. “Since time immemorial the farmers of Velarde have each spring loaded up their fruit into wagons,” the report states, but it also notes that a combination of poverty and increased competition had devastated Velarde’s claim as apple king of the Española Valley. In 1935 there were forty-four landholders drawing water from the Rio Grande through the acequia madre (the “big ditch,” the main irrigation channel), no one with more than two acres. Some thirty-six of those families were receiving federal aid. The local diet was practically meatless, due to the economy and the tightening on grazing allotments because of overgrazing.

Still, the author of the chapter on Velarde was fairly smitten by the place. “The whole community is beautiful with its orchards and rich fields,” he wrote. “The people there think it’s the most beautiful of
communities and are very glad that as long as the Rio Grande carries water, Velarde will be wonderfully green each summer.”

From the point of view of many norteños, the New Deal opened just another chapter in American conquest, in that it disrupted their harsh but sustainable way of life—and, most important, the area’s relative independence from federal authority. Hispanos considered federal programs an attack on what is referred to in Spanish as la querencia; the term combines the words querer (to love) with herencia (heritage) for, literally, “love of heritage.” The norteño litany encompasses a century and half’s worth of events, beginning with the U.S. Senate’s dilution of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the establishment of the Carson and Santa Fe National Forests (in 1908 and 1915, respectively), which steadily whittled away Hispano rights to grazing, timber, hunting, fishing, and water on what had been ejidos, the commons of the land grants under Spanish law. Hispanos, then, saw the arrival of federal programs like the Civilian Conservation Corps, during the Great Depression—which in northern New Mexico helped build tourist infrastructures for the national forests—as replacing norteño autonomy and self-reliance with dependence. The federal presence expanded greatly during World War II with the arrival of the Manhattan Project, which used eminent domain to acquire more Hispano land for Los Alamos National Laboratory. LANL eventually became the Española Valley’s major employer (it remains so today), permanently dismantling the traditional land-based economy.

And then there were the nongovernment actors who also took up space and resources. At times in a trickle and at others in fits and starts and on a few occasions in an all-out torrent, over the better part of a century: ranchers, farmers, miners, merchants, speculators and lawyers, builders and tradesmen, writers and artists, consumptives and hippies and spirit seekers of endless varieties, alcoholics and addicts wanting to clean up, families with kids fleeing the drug and gang wars of the cities, families seeking jobs and affordable homes.

The early 1900s were the beginning of what would become a clear division between “old” and “new” Wests. Northern New Mexico played a key role in this process, with the extractive economies of mining and ranching on the one hand, and those based on the representation of culture on the other: the art colonies and tourism, the prototypes of which were established in Santa Fe and Taos. Santa Fe had been the historic
capital through the Spanish, Mexican, and early Anglo-American periods, but when the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway bypassed it in favor of Albuquerque, Santa Fe declined as Albuquerque boomed. At the turn of the century, a band of bohemians (we could call them precursors of the “creative class” of the boom and gentrification years in the first decade of the millennium) arrived and struck a new mother lode: the past, or at least a romanticized re-creation of it. This venture included various forms of going native, or “neonative,” as the late western historian Hal Rothman put it—from archaeological digs to appropriating Pueblo and Hispano architecture and fiesta traditions. Mary Austin, one of the most popular writers of the West in the early decades of the twentieth century, cut the typical figure, fluttering about “wrapped in a Spanish shawl” and championing Native American and Hispano causes, even as her imagination colonized the past to fit her desire for authenticity. The Taos art colony (founded in 1898 by the visit of painters Ernest Blumenschein and Bert Greer Phillips) invoked similar mythic representations of “native” cultures, as well as pastoral representations of landscape. Both colonies—which, to an extent, were competitive—were deeply rooted in the experience of alienation from the modern and a longing for what came before, finding meaning in the cultural patterns and the landscapes of the past, all summed up with the notion of “authenticity.” Often, this idea manifests itself as a clear urban/rural dialectic in which the modern (urban) subject finds the future in the (rural) past. For more than one hundred years—and clear across the border of postmodernism’s critique of authenticity as inauthentic insomuch as there is no “original”—this model has worked in different times and places across the West, reviving dying towns or creating new ones, promoted and desired for their western space and light, nature, and native cultural figures. These days, it’s all prepackaged in the ranchette on the range, the “amenity of rurality.”

It makes sense that it was New Mexico that spawned the first western art colonies. In many ways, New Mexico was the last frontier of the West to be opened. Its mining interests were relatively modest, and the harshness of the climate (frigid winters in the north, heat and aridity in the south) made it mostly unsuitable for large-scale agriculture and cattle ranching. New Mexico remained only a territory until 1912, when it became the forty-seventh state of the Union. The population was
sparse, the land immense, and, for new arrivals from the East Coast, the landscape evoked Romantic awe. Further, the Native American and Hispano populations offered the newcomers the sense that they’d traveled through a time tunnel.

They did not always feel welcome, however. New Mexico has a long history of attempting to keep strangers out, dating back to the Pueblo Revolt of 1680. Achieving solidarity among traditionally competitive pueblos, the Native leader Po’pay of Ohkay Owingeh launched successful raids on the missions, and the Spaniards who survived fled south. After the American occupation in 1848, the Hispano conquerors joined Native Americans as the subjected and as resisters. The Gorras Blancas (named for the white caps they wore) staged guerrilla-like raids on Anglo ranches in the late 1800s. This ideology of resistance was handed down through generations, culminating most famously in the 1960s with the organizer and fire-and-brimstone Pentecostal preacher Reies López Tijerina, who established the Alianza Federal de Mercedes (Federal Land Grant Alliance) and led several takeovers of national forests that he claimed belonged to heirs of the original Spanish land grantees. An armed raid on the Tierra Amarilla courthouse in 1967 to free prisoners belonging to Tijerina’s group brought national and international attention to northern New Mexico.

Curiously, Tijerina was not a norteño, and to this day he is suspect in certain norteño circles as an outsider. A Texas native, he was an itinerant preacher who founded a utopian Christian commune in the Arizona desert before before moving to Rio Arriba in the late 1950s. With his electric charisma, he tapped into the powerful Hispano ideal of opposition, the claim for which competes to this day in a “trialectic” with the Anglo conception of the landscape as an American Eden and the Pueblo people’s assertion of aboriginal status. The tensions among the three are part of what gives New Mexico its allure: desire here can never be consummated without guilt, which makes it all the more desirable.


5.

In a village like Velarde, which has relatively little documented history, the keepers of memory are the elders. At sixty-six years old, Wilfred Gutiérrez is a Velarde elder.


He lives not in an adobe but in a single-story, shingle-roofed, wall-to-wall-carpeted house that could blend in seamlessly in any suburb. It stands next to the Iglesia de la Virgen de Guadalupe, which is made of adobe, dates back to the early nineteenth century, and is lovingly maintained by the faithful. The church was built on the site of what was once the village’s historic plaza. The stores and trading stalls are long gone. In any case, the camino de en Medio, more or less Velarde’s main street, doesn’t even cross the plaza. It is a village square only in memory.

Gutiérrez, in addition to being a legendary activist, is one of the few apple farmers left in Velarde.

He answers the door in pajamas and tennis shoes, walking with the assistance of a cane. Kidney disease. He tells me to go to the fridge and get myself a soda. He stands a wiry five foot seven or so, has salt-and-pepper curls, and a thin, taut olive-skinned face with small brown eyes. He reminds me of my mexicano grandfather; in New Mexico, mexicano means a recently arrived immigrant from south of the border. Traditional explanations for the nomenclature include the fact that New Mexico was Mexican territory for barely twenty-five years between Spanish and American rule. More recent historical analysis points to an anti-Mexican prejudice in Mary Austin and among the founders of the Spanish Colonial Arts Society in Santa Fe. Austin preferred the “folk” ways of Spain and Native American arts and crafts; if she referred to Mexico, it was usually to praise the indigenous influence there.

“Nothing that could be said of them would be more misrepresentative than that they have ‘Mexican souls,’” Austin wrote of Hispanos, adding that their “blood and way of life and mode of thought is predominantly Spanish.”

In Wilfred Gutiérrez’s raspy voice I hear a firsthand account of the better part of the twentieth-century history of northern New Mexico. But the urgent thing he wants to say to me is that he’s pissed off at the Our Lady of Guadalupe Church, his next-door neighbor. The new fellowship hall, which dwarfs the church itself and, unfortunately, has none of its charm, has blocked the view Gutiérrez had through his living room window of the juniper hills rising toward the Truchas Peaks.

He sits in a chair facing the window, looking out at the back wall of the new building. I sit on a sofa, from where I can see, through a sliding glass door, rows of apple trees and the Black Mesa beyond.


I am now officially middle-aged, but Gutiérrez treats me like a young man. That is exactly what I feel like: I don’t know much, and norteño elders know that I don’t. What do I know of the forest, of the river and its irrigation ditches and water measured in “cubic feet per second,” of first and last frosts, of bark beetle infestations? Of land grants and the Santa Fe Ring and masked Hispano night riders sowing terror among gringo speculators?

Gutiérrez has been raising hell most of his life, beginning in 1970 as a member of the Acequias del Norte Association, which sought to protect Hispano water rights from the encroachment of incoming ranchers and the thirst of urban expansion. At that time, regional development schemes demanded new sources of water. One plan called for a diversion canal to be built in Velarde to transfer water downstream. Wilfred believed it would have left the Rio Grande dry in the summer. And then what would he have irrigated his apples with? He locked horns with the state engineer of the era, Steve Reynolds, “the water don of New Mexico,” as Wilfred refers to him. Norteño resistance stopped the diversion project. The Rio Grande still runs. He still irrigates his apples.

In spite of the endless subdividing and selling of the old land grants, in spite of the new employers across the decades—LANL, Lowe’s, Walmart, and the fast food restaurants—and even in spite of the heroin, Wilfred maintains that Velarde is still an agricultural village.

We walk over to the window and look out on the apple trees sloping down toward the river. They are perfectly pruned, branching at identical angles. Between the lines of trees are the irrigation rows, which draw from the Acequia Madre, which, in turn, draws from the Rio Grande.

It’s impossible to overstate the importance of the acequia irrigation system in northern New Mexico. The Pueblos irrigated before contact, but the Spanish system—greatly influenced by Moorish engineering—dramatically expanded agriculture in the region. The system came complete with structure, ritual, and language—the mayordomo, or ditch boss, who had the final say in allocating water to the parciantes, farmers with water rights to a given acequia. After the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the Santa Fe Ring began its war of speculation, water rights became an essential aspect of land deals. Loss of land meant loss of water, and loss of water meant the loss of a way of life.
Over the last 150 years, the struggle over land grants and the acequias on them has grown mythic in the norteño imagination.

That is why Wilfred Gutiérrez fought so hard to stop the diversion of the Rio Grande. No water-engineering argument could possibly have gained his support. To him, to most norteños, it was merely the latest attempt to steal historical rights.

It’s not just the norteños who invoke a chronicle of loss; Anglos invoke it as well, with lamentations about modernity destroying village life. Indeed, Mary Austin’s Spanish folk art revival was based on the notion of a “disappearing” culture, but one that locked norteños into folk caricatures, denying them history, complexity, and a place in the present.

Wilfred, like every good norteño, reveres the past, eulogies it—reinvents it. In the old days, he’d harvest his apples, then truck them around, selling along the highway to locals and tourists alike, dropping off bushels with brokers in Arizona, Oklahoma, Texas. A broker in California fell in love with his Red Delicious and had half a million boxes shipped out. But Gutiérrez’s orchard, like other small operations across the country, became unsustainable with the onslaught of corporate farming.

For generations, LANL had been steadily drawing norteños off the land. Wilfred took a job “up the hill” (Los Alamos is in the Jemez Mountains, which overlook the Española Valley). This is where many valley narratives cite the fall. On the one hand, he did very well for himself and his family. But keeping the orchard going as well meant that Wilfred essentially had two full-time jobs. LANL was the largest employer in the valley. Most norteños, lacking college degrees, qualified for maintenance jobs. Wilfred himself began as a messenger, but during three years in the army he’d taken electronics courses, and he gradually worked his way into more technical jobs in biological labs, cancer research, geothermal work, even inspecting equipment for space flight.

Of course, the story of Hispanos at Los Alamos does not exist in the tourist brochures or in coffee-table books. The historical literature that does exist on the Hispano workforce at LANL—and the many lawsuits filed on behalf of thousands of workers exposed to radiation and toxic
chemicals over the decades—is highly specialized material. You have to look for it.

“Right here.” Wilfred points out the living room window. “This was La Plaza de la Joya,” he tells me, invoking the old Hispano name for the strip of land alongside the river—literally, the “jewel,” the fertile bottomlands. He claims that the first church on the site was built in 1680 and that it was probably damaged or completely destroyed during the Pueblo Revolt. When he was growing up, the plaza still functioned as a religious and social gathering place. The biggest draw was the Virgen de Guadalupe’s feast, December 12. Families would start arriving in their horse-drawn carts two days early. And they’d stay up all night before the feast, singing “Las mañanitas” to the Virgencita till the sun crested the Sangres.

Some of the apple trees in the Valley go back to the turn of the last century, Wilfred says. And the elders still come out to clean the acequia every spring. Just enough apples get picked to make cider and to sell a few bushels.

And, who knows, now with the gringos and their organic craze, maybe Velarde will start selling more apples. Maybe some families will actually turn a profit.


6.

Miguel Santistevan defies every supposition the elders hold about the younger generation—the jóvenes.

He lives in a modest adobe surrounded by three-quarters of an acre of farmland on the eastern edge of Taos, the towering Sangres ringing the valley to the east and the north. The first glimpse I catch of Miguel, he is straddling an irrigation ditch and barking orders at two teenagers with shovels struggling to move a large corrugated metal pipe into place.

“You know what’s going to happen?” he says in a big, throaty baritone. “The water’s going to flow under the pipe. You need a differential of at least a few inches for it to flow through instead of under it.”

The kids go back to digging, and it looks like they’re having fun.

This is what Miguel Santistevan does: get kids excited about working on the land. At thirty-seven, he is an elder to them, but much younger
than his elders. A big goateed punk bear of a man, he stands a thick-chested six feet tall. You can never forget his voice, a gravelly yawp delivering a norteño-punk patois.

“Yup,” he is always saying. And “dude.” And “you know what?” Sprinkling slightly gringo-accented Spanish vowels across a field of consonant-heavy English, he says that “our people have got to learn from the elders about la tierra.”

The kids are Nicanor and Mike, ninth graders at Taos High, where Miguel teaches earth science. (“There’s not a day that goes by when we don’t talk about maíz and the acequias,” he says.) They wear plain white T-shirts, brilliant in the afternoon sun, Bermudas, slip-on tennis shoes.

Domino’s Pizza arrives, and the delivery boy is in a black sedan riding low, blasting hip-hop. Nicanor and Mike query him about the stereo. “Thousand-watt Alpine,” says the boy, smiling with pride.

The kids are “animaos,” Miguel says, munching on a chicken wing. The formal word in Spanish is animado, as in “motivated”; using a common provincial accent in the Spanish-speaking Americas, Miguel swallows the vowel.

“But they won’t take the initiative,” he adds. “Their elders have to, like, ‘Yo, let me show you how it’s done.’”

Nicanor says he’s been cleaning acequias since the fifth grade.

“Back in the day,” Miguel remarks, “when you were fifteen, sixteen years old, or as tall as a shovel, then it was time for you to clean the acequia and you were considered a man in the community.”

After finishing off the chicken wings, pizza, and Dr Pepper, the kids go back to shoveling. The wind rises and clouds gather. It is April and suddenly frigid. (When the warm spring winds began blowing several days ago, Angela and I thought winter was over and stored most of our cold-weather clothes; we will eventually learn to not put them away until well into June.) Miguel and the kids, all in T-shirts, don’t seem to mind. I’m in a long-sleeved shirt, and my teeth chatter.

Miguel shows me around his farm, which he christened Sol Feliz for the name of the street his house is on. The land goes back three generations in his family. He’s experimenting with dry-farming techniques. He used a swimming pool liner to seal his roof and have it serve as a big rain collector during both winter and the monsoon season, harvesting water in fifty-five-gallon drums placed under the downspouts. Then
there’s the spiral garden, a pile of rocks on the ground with rock arms spinning out from the center. The rocks heat during the day and release that heat at night; which helps save seedlings from spring frosts; the rocks also collect humidity at night. He calls this “indigenous drip irrigation” and says he got the idea from a “Taos Pueblo dude.” He’s also dropped perforated clay pots into the ground beneath rock circles, another rustic water-conservation method. The acequia is flowing strong with runoff now, but over the last several years it has dried up by early summer, and the monsoons, which usually help the crops along to harvest, have been disappointing. Miguel is bracing for many more years of unsettled weather patterns. “The drought is Mother Nature teaching us a lesson,” he says.

To deal with global warming, he tells me, he will call upon the “memory of the plants” themselves, as well as of the forebears who worked the land.

“I refuse to bring a machine on the land,” he says, meaning no rototiller. So he tears it up with a shovel.

Miguel’s sensibility is made up of many, sometimes contrary strands. He’s a farmer with an activist edge. A survivalist with a patina of indigenous mysticism. A self-proclaimed Chicano who grew up in white in Los Alamos.

In New Mexican vernacular, he, like Angela, is a coyote—a caste designation from the colonial era that Hispanos today use as a catch-all for “mixed.” His dad is a norteño who’s struggled with drugs and alcohol. His mom is white. During college, she went on an exchange program to Ecuador while she was pregnant. Because Miguel loves all things indigenous, he believes that by mystical osmosis the spirit of indigenous South America passed to him in the womb. His mother went on to earn a degree in public administration and took a job at LANL. Miguel attended public schools in Los Alamos all the way through graduation, and it was there that his Chicano awareness dawned. In high school a guy named Jeff Hunter called him a dirty Mexican spic. Miguel didn’t even know what the word “spic” meant. His mom’s boyfriend, Lauro Silva, told Miguel to go back to school the next day and call Jeff Hunter a “dirty piece of white trash and kick his ass.”

But not everything in Los Alamos sucked. Among his cohort there was skateboarding, and the glorious rebellion of punk. After his high
school graduation ceremony, he and his friends lit their graduation tassels on fire and hung the melted remains on the rearview mirrors of their cars. Then he took classes at the University of New Mexico, but his real passion was music. He was a drummer (with “supersonic beats”), and the band he was in started gigging, for which they needed a name, a punk name. One of the guys liked the term “felch,” which, he informed the band, meant a bucket of filth, like the slop you dump in a pigpen. At a gig in Las Cruces, a girl told Miguel what the word actually means: anal sex followed by analingus. The band kept the name.

Lauro Silva, an attorney and land grant activist, had a lasting influence on Miguel. Concerned that the boy needed more indigenous cultural moorings than he could possibly glean from Los Alamos, Lauro introduced him to the loincloths and ankle rattles of Aztec dance. Around the same time, Moisés González, a close friend of Miguel’s from UNM, urged him into the Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán. Popularly known by its acronym MEChA, the Chicano campus-based organization has been caricatured by conservative commentators as plotting the reconquista of the Southwest. (While it is a nationalist organization in the cultural sense, MEChA is more concerned with scholarship fund-raisers and Aztec dance moves.)

Miguel quit the punk band. One day he found an Andean-style flute at a flea market. He thought of Ecuador as he fumbled around for the notes; eventually he came to play the flute very well. Then Lauro Silva pointed him to the land itself, by inviting Miguel to a meeting of the board that administers the Atrisco land grant, a massive parcel of land bordering Albuquerque. Lauro happened to be a member.

“I didn’t even know what a ‘board’ was,” says Miguel.

What would seem tedious to others—administering real estate according to seventeenth-century customs, identifying and organizing thousands of “heirs”—enraptured Miguel. In his imagination, his own family’s lore came to life: a great-uncle hanged for resisting the American occupation; his grandfather opening up the acequia on his small plot in Taos. Miguel came to believe that he himself might be an heir to the old Taos land grant, which originally consisted of 38,400 acres. (The Court of Private Land Claims reduced it to 1,817 acres, none of which is held by the heirs today.)

Part of the Atrisco land grant is within the Albuquerque city limits,
but most of it lies in unincorporated areas of the South Valley, the well-known Hispano barrio where Angela’s mother lives; we make the 240-mile round-trip a few times a month. In the early 1990s, when Miguel was introduced to it, the place was mostly undeveloped land rising up to the West Mesa. Developers had long coveted the area, because Albuquerque had already hit the Sandia Mountains in the east. Eventually the developers would get what they wanted—and Angela’s mother would get many new neighbors. In the last decade of the twentieth century and the aughts, Albuquerque’s developed land area grew by 97.4 percent—111 square miles.

At that first meeting Miguel attended, the board talked about needing a coordinator for the community garden within the grant’s commons. Miguel signed up.

He’d never planted anything before. “It was so earth-shattering for me,” Miguel says.

He sought out an elder for advice, and the old man told him to plant blue corn—what could be more indigenous than that? It was important to sow the seeds at dawn, the elder said. Miguel dutifully showed up at the garden well before sunrise, expecting a big community affair, like an Amish house-raising, but no one else came that morning. It was just Miguel and the land. The clouds were hanging low over the ruddy stone of the Sandia Mountains.

Rain fell, “a nice drizzle,” Miguel says. The sun crested the mountain ridge just below the cloud deck, turning the rain silver. “I saw it out of the corner of my eye and gave a prayer of thanksgiving.”

Right then a hawk took off from the branch of a cottonwood and swooped over the field. Seemingly in the wake of its beating black wings, a double rainbow appeared.

“Yup,” Miguel says. “I broke down crying, bro.”

Miguel’s imagination fires on several cylinders at once. His punk sensibility—anarchy, bro, this shit’s fucked up!—is inflected with Chicano confusion. His mother is white, his absent father brown. There’s Chicano mysticism as well: he bows to the four directions on the land of the ancestors. And Chicano righteousness: this land was once Mexican, was once indigenous, and is still. Deep knowledge of current environmental theory, read through a Chicano-indigenist lens—sustainability as indigenous tradition. And a dash of End Days environmentalism:
When the shit comes down, I’m going to be ready for it, dude!

We’ve made a complete circle around his land, back to the kids and the culvert. They announce proudly that they’re done with the task. Miguel inspects the work. The wind is howling now, dust in our eyes. It is spring, and it will snow in the high country. The seeds and seedlings will have to remember how to survive.

Miguel nods. “Yup,” he booms: time to test it out.

He walks a few yards over to the compuerta (the sluice gate, in old provincial Spanish) and opens it up. A fist of water charges forward along the ditch. There are some leaves and weeds in the way, and the boys quickly shovel them out so the water can flow freely. It hits the section of pipe they laid and runs into it perfectly, coming out the other end in a few seconds and heading straight for the new seeds.


7.

Leave the Present Behind reads the billboard on Interstate 40 westbound as you approach Gallup, New Mexico. It should be the state motto. You do not come to New Mexico for the present.

What New Mexico sells is time in a bottle: Indians and Hispanos in adobes, old trucks sinking into weedy earth, the great gorge below Taos showing millions of years of sedimentation, O’Keeffe. You come for the ruins.

The landscape design critic J. B. Jackson’s A Sense of Place, A Sense of Time is the most evocative elegy. Returning late in life to the New Mexico of his youth (he bounced between prep school in New England and summer vacations on his uncle’s farm in Wagon Mound, east of the Sangre de Cristos) he finds only memory: “A flood buried gardens and fields under gravel or sand; a local resource—wood or game or a special crop—lost its market; a railroad ceased operation; the school was closed.

He sighs over prelapsarian New Mexico—the “Spanish-American” golden era of ejidos and acequias, all gone.1 It is, he says, as if a neutron
bomb had been detonated: “Not a voice is heard; life has withdrawn into the houses behind closed doors, and the windows, with geraniums in tin cans, are obscured by frost.”

The progressive proponent of American “vernacular” and landscape architecture critiques those photographers of the early twentieth century who erased from the landscape Hispano and Indian alike, but he does not fully confront his own nostalgic gaze. Dwelling on “decay” and “entropy” (recalling Charles Fletcher Lummis’s “land of poco tiempo” musings of a century earlier), he himself erases history. Like Lummis, he thinks of himself as a witness to a fading culture, an anthropologist on the verge of archaeology. The driving force of four hundred years of New Mexican history—the symbiotic energy of conquest and resistance, the trialectic of cultures and their contradictory imaginaries—is barely implied.

For Jackson, as for most historians, the three centuries of Spanish history were largely erased by the American defeat of Mexico in 1848. So it is Plymouth Rock, not Española or Santa Fe or Acoma Pueblo, that we regard as the origin of American history. In New Mexico, the guidebooks and interpretive displays that claim foundational status come across more as quaint than authoritative. The Southwest, “Spanish America,” is a historical footnote, a failed attempt at empire building.

Comprehensive volumes of American art history acknowledge New Mexico as a foreshadowing of the pioneer European settlements on the East Coast, something of an exercise in alternative history.

What if we stood it all upside down?

If Plymouth Rock were ultimately the footnote and the borderlands were the center of the historical narrative (the zone along the Rio Grande was first a frontier for the Spanish), then perhaps the communalism of New Mexico, as in the ideal of the ejido, would be our ethos instead of hardy individualism. Then maybe New Mexico would be more about sustainability than speculation—not about the past but the future.


8.

I feel his beard scratchy on my neck early each morning in Velarde. I have been reading D. H. Lawrence, and we’ve grown quite close.


Mornings in Mexico begins in Mexico in 1922. Lawrence and his wife, Frieda, make the obligatory rounds in the great refracted moment after the revolution, which will come to be thought of as indelibly modern. Out of the moment come the canvases and murals of Los Tres Grandes, the Mexican master painters who depicted the collision of the industrial and the rural, of big capital and the impoverished masses, of earth-brown Indians and light-skinned criollos. Mexico City will emerge out of it as a great metropolis. But Lawrence does not see that. Perhaps he is too early.

Or perhaps he can’t see anything other than the “Indian” he’s imagined from afar. In this he has been partly instructed by Mabel Dodge Luhan, the cultural lioness of Taos, who summons Lawrence to this new land that is so old, where there are many Indians. She sends him letters imploring him to come, to learn from the Indian an alternative to the industrial grime of Western Europe and the eastern cities of America. She even sends him a care package that includes an Indian headdress. Lawrence is suspicious of Luhan, but he loves the headdress so much that he wears it on the streets of London. He goes native even before he leaves the metropole.

Now he is in Mexico, surrounded by Indians, and he doesn’t see what all the fuss is about. He writes of Rosalino, an Indian mozo, a servant, who “looks up at [him] with his eyes veiled by their own blackness.” Lawrence muses that Rosalino occupies a place on the evolutionary plane somewhere between the parrots and the dog of the pensión, where he writes outside under a pleasant winter-morning sun. Rosalino is in “another dimension,” belonging more to time than space in a narrowing, dimming tunnel that locks the Indian into what he was before contact with the European.

The Americas are a “wilderness world,” and given Lawrence’s disdain for what Europe has become, you’d think him a natural to reach into their history and rescue the Indian for the salvation of modernity. But no. Three hundred years after Oñate’s conquest, Lawrence indulges the colonial hierarchies. He looks upon half-naked natives, at their “beautiful, suave, rich skins.” Only this “richness of the flesh,” he writes, contrasts with the “complete absence of what we call ‘spirit.’” Good enough stock for mozos, in other words, but not sophisticated enough to enact a revolution, which Lawrence dismisses as illiterates mocking
European democracy. They are a spiritless people whose future will always be deferred, he decides.

“Mañana es otro día,” writes Lawrence. “Tomorrow is another day. And even the next five minutes are far enough away, in Mexico, on a Sunday afternoon.”

Other new arrivals—Luhan, Charles Lummis, the archaeologist Adolph Bandelier, Mary Austin, the Southwest art and literary world—had taken up indigenous New Mexico because here there was rescue from all the terrible wounds in whiteness: industrialization and the Great War, the Conradian contradictions of empire.

Luhan’s arrival in Taos in 1919 was particularly momentous. She was known in New York and across the Atlantic as a patroness and was, above all, a seeker of “authenticity.” She was among the pioneers of what would become the first major art colony of the American West (preceding Santa Fe by a few years), laying down a model that would be replicated many times—even and especially one hundred years later, during the boom years.

The Spanish had subjected the Indian with harquebuses, fire, disease—and representations of subjection, beginning with the naming of the Indian as Indian, the Columbian misnomer. Queen Isabella believed she had liberated indigenous America body and soul by abolishing slavery and admitting that the natives could be saved in the Christian sense, but she couldn’t do much about how her own Spanish subjects regarded them, nor the complex way that European and Indian would violate, desire, and imagine one another across the centuries.

You can point to the luminaries of the early art colonies of New Mexico and argue their place in American art and political history. There are astonishing portraits of natives by Blumenschein, fellow Taos colony founder E. Irving Couse, and many others—canvases that shimmer with technical brilliance. But what is rarely discussed is the lineage of power in which these artists were complicit or whether their representations of the ennobled “otherness” of the indigenous Southwest fundamentally broke with the history of subjection, left it intact, or even emboldened it. Was the painters’ gaze itself an act of brute power—a normalizing of colonization—notwithstanding its aesthetic accomplishment?

The colonies’ origins were anything but innocent. After the bloody
removal of Indians to the reservations (the Pueblos were among the few to remain on grants originally bestowed by the Spanish), the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe Railway completed its route across the Southwest. The region was sparsely populated, and competition with other transcontinental routes was intense. The railroads needed cargo and paying passengers, which could materialize only with widespread regional development. In the late nineteenth century, paintings were the advertising medium of choice. The ATSF and other railroads commissioned artists for works whose sole purpose was to lure migrants westward. The artists came following speculative capital, arriving at a geography haunted by colonial horrors—which, of course, they could not see. (And even if they had, their patrons would not have abided such representations.)

Eminent painters such as Thomas Moran were offered free passage to the Grand Canyon in exchange for a canvas. The ATSF reproduced Moran’s rendering with thousands of lithographic copies. The images soon found their way into magazines like Harper’s Weekly and McClure’s, and into railroad ticket offices. The Taos colony owes its founding to the ATSF. Ernest Blumenschein was among its stable of artists. He stumbled upon the Taos when he was exploring the area and a wagon wheel broke; the ensuing encounter with landscape and Indians hooked him. The artists invariably represented Indians or landscape, or Indians on the landscape. At a time of electrification, the advent of motion pictures, and the arrival of the Model T, the most salient advertising trope for tourism in the Southwest was “Leave the present behind.”

Mabel Dodge Luhan bought into the promise and enhanced it, helping to lure other spirit seekers. “Oh, I thought, to leave it, to leave it all, the whole world of it and not to be alone. To be with someone real at least, alive at last, unendingly true and untarnished,” she rhapsodized in Edge of Taos Desert, whose subtitle sums up her projections: An Escape to Reality. (The use of “desert” to describe Taos is curious—the valley is abundantly watered by the Sangre de Cristos and is at the edge of a great mixed-conifer forest. But “desert” evokes a much more powerful Western myth.) Little wonder that this “untarnished” reality quickly filled with proto-hippies testing barriers of race, sex, and gender—alternative communities long before the communes of the 1960s. Taos allowed fantastic entrée to the “primitive” subject that so fascinated the modernist mind.


But back to lying in bed with D.H. in Velarde.

I read about his life with Frieda in the little cabin on the mountain—provided by Luhan—and then Angela and I visit the cabin. It is not an adobe. It is made of wood. I am fairly shocked by how small and rickety it looks, how thin, considering the brutal winter. In Velarde we have twenty-four inches of adobe between us and the icy winds blowing down the Black Mesa and still need to fire up all three gas furnaces and the woodstove to keep the entire house warm. (Usually, we run only one of the furnaces; the gas bill would be astronomical otherwise.) To think of a sickly Lawrence surviving a winter in San Cristobal casts him in a martyrly light. In the end, it was his fascination and contact with the other that killed him—he contracted both malaria and the ultimately fatal tuberculosis in Mexico, an inversion of the colonial trajectory of illness.

I find myself liking Lawrence as I read more and more of the voluminous material, most of it hagiographic, written by others about his time in Mexico and New Mexico. I read about him baking bread at the cabin in San Cristobal every day, and soon I afterward I am at Walmart buying flour and yeast. I knead dough for the first time in my life. Baking at an altitude of six thousand feet (Lawrence was at about nine thousand) takes much adjusting of recipe ratios, and I never get it perfect; the bread always winds up a bit too dense. But it tastes good. When occasions we entertain guests, I always bake a couple of baguettes and never forget to say that they are homemade.

Along with the vegetable garden I begin to tend, baking my own bread is a sign that I myself am going “native.” Except that each step I take closer to norteño culture underscores that I am not, nor will ever be, norteño. Maybe I am like Lawrence in this sense as well; he, too, felt insufferable self-awareness when in contact with difference. For Lawrence, New Mexico was an experience of ambiguity.

After his Mexican verdict of dumb Indians, Indians veiled in their own darkness, he arrives in Taos determined to cut through the mythic crap of the American West: “You’ve got to de-bunk the Indian, as you’ve got to de-bunk the Cowboy. When you’ve de-bunked the Cowboy, there’s not much left. But the Indian’s bunk is not the Indian’s invention. It is ours.”


He identifies a range of white relationships to “the Indian,” while failing to account for the possibility of ambivalence: “It is almost impossible for white people to approach the Indian without either sentimentality or dislike. The common healthy vulgar white usually feels a certain native dislike of these drumming aboriginals. The highbrow invariably lapses into sentimentalism like the smell of bad eggs.”

Lawrence places himself in neither group, neither the common healthy vulgar nor the highbrow. He is actually both. He sentimentalizes, and he dislikes, even as he attempts to take down both representations.

The whites, agitating passionately on behalf of Native Americans and Hispanos, striving to be the “voice of the voiceless,” in fact left their cause voiceless.

What a mess. I can imagine the drunken parley at Los Gallos, Mabel’s compound in Taos (eighty-four hundred square feet and a big M etched on the front door, five guesthouses, separate quarters for servants, stables, corrals; you can take a writing workshop there today).

Mabel, who’d been set on the course of “saving the Indian” by her third of four husbands, the painter Maurice Sterne, would be gushing over her latest discovery at the Pueblo—pottery, blankets, a Tewa feast dance.

The always dramatic Lawrence would be pacing the room, muttering, cackling about how contact with the Indian meant a symbolic death for both Indian and white, and quite possibly the physical death of what was left of the Indians.

And then there was Antonio “Tony” Luhan, Mabel’s prize acquisition, her fourth husband, a full-blooded Indian from Taos Pueblo. He is invariably described as “quiet,” “almost inarticulate,” the very essence of noble, if not savage. He seems quiet in the photograph by Edward Weston: full lips pursed, looking away from the lens—among us but not.

And Frieda seething not so secretly at Mabel, and not so secretly lusting after Tony.

Undeniably progressive in the ideological context of the time, the Taos cohort railed against the American bloodlust of Manifest Destiny, militated for the Indians righteously, and yet consumed them without pity, claiming the indigenous past as the future, the dawn of the new age.
All of which struck Lawrence as sentimentalizing the Indian, which was the same as hating him.

Lawrence instead confronted what critics call the “radical alterity” in the encounter: “He’s not coming our way. His whole being is going a different way from ours. And the minute you set your eyes on him you know it.” It is such a huge difference, such a vast distance, that an actual meeting is impossible—or, to Lawrence, “fatal.”

The fatal line, for Lawrence, is one of language. Europeans have it, Lawrence says, and Indians don’t: “The Indian, singing, sings without words or vision. Face lifted and sightless, eyes half closed and visionless, mouth open and speechless, the sounds arise in his chest, from the consciousness in his abdomen.” Language comes after the Indian.

One wonders exactly how Po’pay unified the Pueblos of New Mexico in 1680 and conceived his precise military strategy (he handed out calendar sticks to different pueblos for a simultaneous attack) from within a consciousness incapable of representation. Lawrence thinks it is all in the blood, the dark Indian blood that pulls back to the very “centre of the earth,” an abyss the white man cannot peer into, even as Lawrence yearns to, seeking the cure for his own Euro-Christian bad faith. This is why Lawrence has come to Taos. Yet he knows that the entire modernist turn toward difference is sentimental. And Lawrence hates sentimentality! So he loathes himself as well as the Indian who drew him in with his “mindless” dancing. Lawrence evinces the ambivalence of a mind limited by notions of “blood,” the Victorian consciousness haunted by its tortured desire. This is what draws me to Lawrence.

The great moral failure of Mabel and the Taos scene was the American “I” always at the forefront of the proceedings, which ultimately disallowed the “we” she hoped her breaching of the white Indian divide embodied. You don’t read Lorenzo in Taos, Mabel’s account of that time, to learn about Lorenzo (as she rechristened Lawrence; there’s little indication that he resisted). Mabel is an overwhelming presence, with her kooky proto–New Ageisms, her blatant competition with Frieda, and her enthusiasm for the ultimate vanity project: to have Lawrence render her in a novel.

Lawrence never wrote the novel (Mabel blames Frieda and her jealous
meddling), but whatever he could not write about New Mexico, he painted. At La Fonda de Taos, a hotel on the plaza dating back to the earliest days of the modernist bohemian rush on northern New Mexico, you can still pay a dollar to see the “Lawrence paintings,” the collection of Saki Karavas, the proprietor of La Fonda during its heyday. I walk in one late winter morning when the plaza is empty. I pay at the lobby and am ushered to Karavas’s old office.

The paintings hang informally, alongside photographs of famous patrons of the hotel. A Holy Family immediately draws me. It is the cleanest of the compositions and features the largest figures. It is, of course, a trinity. At the center is a black-haired, brown-skinned man with almond-shaped eyes and a thick mustache. His blue shirt is open in a V halfway down his chest. A woman sits on his lap. She is white, very white, with blond curls, slightly crossed blue eyes, full red lips. She is topless. Her right arm crosses her body at about the level of her navel; her right hand rests atop his right hand, which cups her left breast, clearly referencing Rembrandt’s The Jewish Bride. They are both crowned with ruddy-yellow nimbuses. To the left of the couple, seated at a chair before a table, is the child. He must be their child, a boy. He has her blond hair, but it is straight, like his. The boy’s eyes split the difference between his father’s almost-black brown and the azure of his mother’s. His skin is a fraction of a shade darker than his mother’s. The composition functions as a series of circles and near circles—heads and nimbuses and bowls and dishes, a curious circular window (revealing a thick house wall that looks like adobe), eyes and breasts. These shapes are separate but echo one another. The most striking face is the father’s, which is at the center of the painting. It is one of the most dramatic portraits Lawrence ever painted. The painting is framed tightly on the upper torsos, an intimate family portrait.

Critics have generally commented on the blatant, playful sexuality, but not on the equally obvious nod at miscegenation. Unlike his parents, the boy does not have a nimbus. Could the child of this border-breaking union possibly be liberated of the dead weight of medieval hierarchies? “Holy” in that he is beyond good-and-evil notions of “blood”? (Probably not; as noted, Lawrence himself was steeped in those very ideas.) Yet in all, it is a sophisticated play on race and sex and
religion, almost certainly informed by the passion play Lawrence observed at Mabel and Tony’s, and far more productive than his own largely ignorant textual studies of Indian dances. In A Holy Family he let desire be, let it run where it wanted, let it wander free of history or, in its consummation, rewrite it—all in sharp contrast to his melodramatic ruminations about “fatal” contact between Indian and white.

 


 


He leaves the cabin and the great ponderosa shading it—O’Keeffe rendered the tree in a nocturne with sharp stars finding the spaces between the thick, dark clouds of boughs and needle tufts. He swears he will return to Taos. He dies a consumptive in Europe.

To this day, he holds such power over Taos! His ghost and Mabel’s preside like the colony’s royal couple. We still see the north through the eyes of Mabel and D.H. We are fascinated by and a little scared of the Indians (so quiet, so inscrutable … of course we just vote yes for the casino contract). As for the Hispanos, Luhan and Lawrence by and large ignored them. They had yet to be rehabilitated by the Spanish Colonial Arts Society.

Today, Santa Fe and Taos are still filled with galleries featuring Indians riding bareback. The anthropologist Sylvia Rodriguez, of the University of New Mexico, writes of the early bustling days of the colony in Taos and the desperate demand for models. The painter E. Irving Couse contracted Joseph Sandoval, a six-year-old Pueblo, for a sitting. The boy was terrified and ran out of the studio, but was caught and literally chained around the waist to prevent any more escapes. The painting was finished, and Sandoval became a career model.

Generations of artists and writers have kept the representation of both Native and Hispano locked in place. For all the “liberal,” “progressive,” and even “radical” sentiment expressed by the boho cohort of northern New Mexico over the generations, the art colonies have little to show by way of a fundamental change in their relationship to the other. If anything, the bohemian sensibility has served as an aesthetic cover for the extreme social and economic inequities of the region.

The “gentry”—the artists, writers, photographers, promoters, and tour guides—perpetuate a historical, cultural, political erasure that, in turn, makes them complicit—or, even further, a cause of displacement and
poverty and addiction among New Mexico’s poor. It is, after all, their representation of an American western pastoral that lures ever more “migrants” to the area, which fuels speculation, which pushes the native to the margins.

I am not just feeling D.H.’s beard on my neck. I’m wearing it.
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