Archaeology and History in Your Backyard

History of Cedarvale

Hello Everyone! This is Archaeology and History in Your Backyard and my name is Dixie. X 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Historical 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 backyard. 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 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 the history of Cedarvale and its school once located between Corona and Willard. 
This program was written by Dixie Boyle and produced by Bill Simms. Thank you for joining us today.

Information for this radio show was taken from the Oral History Program at the New Mexico Farm & Ranch Museum. The museum has worked on archiving interviews with original homesteaders and ranchers settling the area and is a wonderful source for research and reading. 
The Cedarvale School in southeastern Torrance County is quiet these days. Wind whistles through the old building and rattlesnakes reside where children once spent most of their day receiving an education and interacting with their peers. The old school sits in a dilapidated state and is no longer safe to go inside, but from the remains left behind it is obvious the old building was quite the rural school during its day.
The Cedarvale School was the site of many a boxed supper, dances, basketball games, and other community events. An interdenominational church was also held there. Teachers were strict in those days it seems and students were asked to stand with their noses to the blackboard if they got into trouble. The school boasted a student population of sixty students in the 1940s, but after the population peaked during these years, many families began to move elsewhere to look for employment and the enrollment of the school began to drop. Two teachers taught the students attending the school.

Wana Beth Fox, an early homesteader in the area tells a little about the box suppers held at the Cedarvale School while it remained open. She stated, “The boxes were always decorated up to look pretty. The hope was that no one would guess it was your box except the person you wanted to share it with.”

Fred Lackey did not enjoy the box suppers as much as Wanna Beth. He gave his reason why in an interview, “The box suppers were not pleasant because you were forced to bid on a girl’s box even if you didn’t want to eat with her.”

Fred Lackey once drove the school bus that transported the children to school. He stated in an interview, “When the school was closed all the students were bussed into Corona. In the years between 1944 and 1954 the Cedarvale School was the center of the community. Each year there was a Christmas play. The town had a “town team” that competed in basketball games with other towns in the area. The team was made up of around twenty-five older players. The Globetrotters came to play the Cedarvale town team. There were a lot of Globetrotter teams formed throughout the United States and they played for entertainment rather than serious basketball. The Cedarvale School also had a grade school basketball team that played other schools in Torrance County.” 

The school curriculum was very rigid and Lackey recalls memorizing multiplication tables was required. His teacher informed his parents that he was not doing very well with his tables, so his father would get him up at 6 AM and take him out to the barn with him when he went to milk the cows. Lackey recalls that he would sit on the fence in the barn and his father would drill him. He was eventually able to learn his multiplication tables that way. 

Most of the students attending the school came from ranching and farming families of course. They often carried their own lunches to school before the school lunch program was organized. The typical lunch was often milk and biscuits. 

The teachers had to watch the students as they would skip school on occasion and play in one of the abandoned bean elevators still standing in the once booming farming community. In the 1940s, a few businesses still survived. Inez Livingston had a combination post office and store. The McCloud family had another store with a hand-pump gasoline station.

The local quilting club used the school as early as 1916. This was always a popular event for the ladies as they were able to get together and make wonderful quilts as well as visit and eat pot luck with their neighbors and friends.

Fred Lackey tells about living in Cedarvale and remembers that most people made do with what they had. His family’s farm approximately eight hundred acres, which was not enough for his father to make a living from. It provided beef to eat, and the garden provided vegetables for the family, but that was all. His father was forced to move to Colorado to find work as a carpenter. Most families in the area had to supplement their incomes in some manner. When rain was plentiful, the farms and ranches were self-sustaining. The drought in the 1940s caused hardship in the area. The Estancia Valley was affected as much as Cedarvale because their farms were irrigated where as those in Cedarvale depended upon dry land farming.

Lackey replied when asked how Mountainair and other nearby towns survived when Cedarvale faded away. He pointed out, “Cedarvale is nothing like it used to be. There are only a few families left in Cedarvale. Corona and Mountainair also have income from tourism, in particular the art community, and the Shaffer Hotel draws people in. Costs to do so would exceed the profit. As a result, residents went where the water and the money was so they would not be forced to live in the area and eke out a living, so they moved where it was easier for them.”
The interview ended with an interesting account discussing barbed-wire. “We should never have put a plow to this land. Once the droughts came, the land was reduced to powder. The land was cleared of cedar and juniper trees which were then salvaged for use as fence posts. Barbed wire came in 80-rod rolls. Wire was rolled out to the ¼ mile mark, cut, and then attached to the individual fence posts.” 

This has been Archaeology and History in Your Backyard, 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 Backyard Tuesday at 7 PM, Thursday at 12:15 PM 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. Talk to you later.
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