Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard

Early Villages along the Manzano Mountains & their History

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 surroundings areas here in central New Mexico. Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting the past.

Our show today will focus on a few of the early villages that developed along the foothills of the Manzano Mountains and their history.

This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

Settlers from Tome, Valencia, Casa Colorada, La Joya and other early communities along the Rio Grande River used the plains east of the Manzano Mountains for grazing their sheep herds into the mid-1700s.

Yet, the Spanish settlers did not build permanent homes east of the Manzano Mountains after the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 until the 1820s. In 1815, the Spanish governor of New Mexico asked the colonists living along the Rio Grande to begin a colonization movement east of the Manzano Mountains. Bartholome Baca was the first to respond to the call with several other families following. 
Baca used the land for grazing sheep, cattle and horses in the beginning and was one of the first settlers to develop a spring-fed irrigation system. He abandoned the grant in the 1830s because of persistent Navajo and Apache raids. 

Manzano was the first permanent settlement on the east side of the Manzano Mountains founded by the Spanish colonists. The Spanish settlement was established in 1829 and soon other villages or settlements would follow. There was Punta de Agua, El Chato, Gato, La Cienega, Casa Arroyo, La Saladas, Scholle, Abo and Monte Alto.

It was common during this era in New Mexico’s history to build plazuelas or fortified towns surrounded by a rock wall. A torreon or watchtower was also erected and stocked with ammunition, food, water and supplies where the settlers could wait out a siege by the Native Americans if necessary. When Native Americans were seen approaching the lookout rang a bell and everyone headed to the torreon. The women and children would remain inside while the men fought off the Navajo outside.

A plazuela and torreon were constructed at Manzano, Abo and at the Quarai Ruins near Punta de Agua. It was the only way the first Spanish settlers were able to survive on the frontier. The settlements at Abo and Quarai were later abandoned due to persistent Navajo and Apache raids.

According to Wesley Hurt in his 1942 Master’s Thesis Manzano: a Study of Community Disorganization, “Manzano is built around a plaza in typical Spanish-American style, with the highway passing through the center. On the west side are situated the only business establishments of the community: Candaleria’s General Store, Tabet’s General Store, Tabet’s Cantina, and a small grocery store by another Tabet,” he wrote. “On this side of the plaza are a few houses, the old church, and the long, picturesque, red-roofed monastery. At the southwest corner is a large cement-plastered building, originally serving as a schoolhouse and now used for a dance hall.” The town has lost businesses and population since this 1942 article.

Manzano was famous for its dances in the early years and placed their orchestra on a platform in the dancehall. There were all kinds of instruments represented, but the most common were the guitar, accordion, drum, saxophone and cornet. People came from the surrounding villages to dance until the early hours while armed men watched for raiders. 

Two of the first schools in the state were established in Manzano and Tajique in 1890. During Manzano’s heyday over a thousand people called the community home and many wanted their children to receive an education. 

Punta de Agua was established in 1830 and for much of its history was a booming community on the edge of the Great Plains. Between the years of 1906 and 1927 the Tabet family operated a large mercantile store that had a little bit of “everything.”

At one time there were three dancehalls in Punta de Agua and they were used every weekend and sometimes more often when the Fiestas were in progress or there was a wedding. When there was going to be a dance, the musicians would drive around the country in wagons playing a guitar and accordion to advertise there would be a dance that evening. People would come from the mountains villages between Monte Alto (south of present-day Mountainair) and Chilili.

Forenio Alderete grew up in Punta de Agua and wrote an article about his life during those years in the magazine La Herencia the Heritage and History that is New Mexico. He remembers a larger community than today. There was an elementary and high school in Punta. Alderete wrote, “Our two-room schoolhouse, which housed pre-primer to the eighth grade never had electricity or indoor plumbing. There were once nine teachers at the school.”

In the early years of the twentieth century, almost every town in the United States had a baseball team, even those with few inhabitants. Those towns nearest to one another seemed to try the hardest to beat the other team. Alderete tells about Punta de Auga’s first baseball team.

“The Punta kids formed a baseball team. The first game was to be played in Manzano. We got about seven or eight horses and rode over there to play this big game. Some rode single and others rode double, but we all rode horse-back. We started the game and played a few innings, but then got into a big argument.”
We were outnumbered, so we tried to get on our horses to head home, but the Manzano kids wouldn’t let us leave. Finally we did, and we galloped through the middle of Manzano. There has never been a dust storm like the one we created that day. That was the end of our baseball team for awhile.” 

On the south end of the Manzano Mountain Range were two small communities named Scholle and La Salada. Forest Road 422 turns north off of Highway 60 and travels through Priest Canyon. In earlier years a small settlement referred to as La Saladas or the Padilla Ranch resided near the head of the canyon. The southern end of the Manzano Range was also used for sheep grazing in the nineteenth century as was the Los Pinos Range to the south.

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Back Yard, a series that will take you through our area’s history in future episodes.

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 are all locally produced 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. 

