                                         Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard

Clem Shaffer, the Shaffer Hotel & Rancho Bonito 

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard and my name is Dixie. X 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience, with little known people, places and events that took place in the past, right here in your own back yard. For the most part, we will be covering interesting facts, stories and legends about the past, and people that lived right here in the Estancia Valley and surrounding areas here in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting our past.

Our show today will focus on Pop Shaffer, the Shaffer Hotel & Rancho Bonito.

This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms.

During the settlement of the American West, there always seemed to be one or two individuals that pushed for the development of certain towns. They are often referred to as the “Father of the Community” and invested their own money and time into making the town a success.

Clem or Pop Shaffer pushed for the development of Mountainair and attempted luring visitors to the Shaffer Hotel and Rancho Bonito for a visit to the community he thought of so highly.

Shaffer left Oklahoma in 1908 mainly because he was tired of dodging tornadoes. He and his first wife Pearl rode the train to Mountainair with only a few household possessions.

When Shaffer first arrived in Mountainair he rented a blacksmith operation already in business. Pearl bought a cow and they sold butter and milk and they barely got by the first few years they lived in Mountainair. Unfortunately in 1911, Pearl took ill and passed away leaving Clem to raise two small children.

By 1923, Pop had built the Shaffer Hotel a few blocks west of the railroad depot on Main Street. His second wife, Lena Imboden is the one responsible for the success of the business.

Journalist Ernie Pyle wrote a series about the hotel and Pop’s fanciful wood carvings, which also attracted tourists from all over the country. The railroad brought a steady stream of hungry, tired patrons to Mountainair, and the Shaffer Hotel flourished during the 1920s after its construction.

Lena Shaffer did most of the work at the hotel including the cooking and cleaning. Yet, she turned the hotel and restaurant into a thriving business. She sold T-bone steaks for fifty cents and two eggs cooked any way for fifteen cents. The menu listed a family style special at sixty-five cents for adults and forty cents for children. 

She often served a dinner special that included pintos, bread, butter and coffee for fifteen cents. The Shaffer Hotel Dining Room was also available for private parties at $2.00 a night after closing—this included the use of the piano and phonograph.

Pop was not one to obey the rules—he did things his own way. For instance Mountainair’s charter prohibited the selling of liquor in town. But, Pop opened a bar anyway, about a block from the Shaffer Hotel.

In the 1930s, Clem Shaffer acquired the 240 acres that would become his beloved Rancho Bonito south of Mountainair. He decided he did not want to run the hotel anymore and stated in an interview with the Albuquerque Journal, “I turned the hotel over to Ma in order to get it off my hands. She knows she’s gotta do it or I’ll quit. I’ll go out to Los Angeles and get me one of those red heads with lots of money. Somebody’s got to keep me up.”

Shaffer was extremely patriotic but according to him he was unable to participate in the war because of his bad heart. So, every so often he would take money out of the restaurant or hotel and get on a train without telling Lena and head to a large city: Chicago, Los Angeles and others. He would find soldiers on leave and insist upon buying their dinner and paying for their drinks throughout the evening. Then he would return home broke and tell Lena what he had done. He often spent as much as $200.00 on these excursions, which was a lot of money in those days.
Pop continued to expand Rancho Bonito and to display his patriotism. The unique art-deco style buildings he created were painted red, white and blue both inside and out.

Shaffer never lived at Rancho Bonito yet built a delightful, rock caretaker’s cottage. He always had a care taker at the ranch, especially when his art became more popular.

Both the Shaffer Hotel and Rancho Bonito were placed on the List of Historic Places in 1982. Two Mountainair businessmen headed the project of restoring the hotel and preserving the history – Harding Kayser and Joe J. Brazil. 
In the 1940s, Pop went uninvited to the White House for a National Artwork Show in the Department auditorium. He took along 45 of his animal creations on the train but the closest the animals got to the exhibit was the basement. Pop begged and pleaded to no avail.

Later, while he was pacing the auditorium’s halls, Eleanor Roosevelt walked by and he convinced her to look at his animal art in the basement, and she loved his artwork so much that she insisted they be included in the exhibit. He left two gifts for the president and first lady: a knitting stand made of wood and gourds that looked like a goose. The president later wrote Pop praising his wooden astray shaped like a monkey. Pop certainly had an unusual sense of humor at times.

Clem Shaffer was instrumental in the town of Mountainair surviving its early years. He gave free water and loans to homesteaders moving into the country. Most people stated that he would give the shirt off his back to anyone who needed it. He was able to survive because he branched out into many different areas: blacksmith shop, water hauling, Ford Motor Dealership, and a Guest House at Rancho Bonito where tourists loved to stop and rest for a few days.

His ghost is said to roam the halls of the Shaffer Hotel. The elevator slides up and down and there’s no one there, items are moved in certain rooms and footsteps are heard in the hall at night. But, when someone goes to investigate there is only silence. 

His voice rings out at times in the hotel lobby and even gun shots have been reported. It was well known that Pop enjoyed a drink or two. He has been described as a wheeler and dealer, playboy, womanizer, jokester, hotel-keeper, repairman and artist. He enjoyed fishing and working on his animal art and had a cigar in his mouth most of the time according to those who knew him.

Pop probably loved the Shaffer Hotel more than anyone else ever did, and maybe he’s just checking on the place and making sure everything is still okay when visitors claim to see his shadow in an upstairs window or passing through the hotel lobby.

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Own Back Yard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes. Thank you for joining us today.
The Torrance County Archaeological Society meets at 7 PM the first Tuesday of every month from March through November. We meet at the East Torrance Soil and Water Education Building at 700 S. 10th Street in Estancia. Please come and join us.

You can listen to Archaeology and History in Your Own Back Yard Monday at 1 PM, Tuesday at 7 PM, Friday at 10 AM and Saturday at 4 PM. Thanks for listening!

KXNM Archives all locally produced shows as MP3 Audio Files. So, you can listen to all of the Archaeology and History shows whenever you choose. Just visit our web site at KXNM.org. 
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