Archaeology & History in Your Own Back Yard

The Battle for the Preservation of

Gran Quivira

Hello Everyone!  This is Archaeology and History in Your Own 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 the Battle for the Preservation of Gran Quivira.

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

At the turn of the twentieth century, two women both desired and fought for possession of the ruins and artifacts at Gran Quivira. Both were equally passionate about the history and preservation of the site but for conflicting reasons.

William and Clara Corbin were awarded a homestead claim at Gran Quivira, but were mainly interested in the site for the money they could make off the artifacts and treasure they believed could be found there.

Virginia McClurg desired possession of the site to be placed under federal protection and its artifacts preserved for future generations. She made an attempt to locate the Gran Quivira ruins but was unable to find them and had to turn back to Albuquerque. 

The two would start a battle for control of the site in New Mexico’s Land Offices and carry the battle all the way to Washington, D.C. McClurg felt strongly that the only way to protect these sites was to put them under government control. 

It was a common practice well into the twentieth century to ship artifacts found at these sites to museums in other parts of the country in order to preserve their history. There were few archaeologists during these years and it seemed that no one really cared.

Before these sites were placed under federal protection, the artifacts or curios as they were referred to were actively sought by the American public. These artifacts were not in demand because of their historical significance but because of their monetary value. 
Countless times, these priceless artifacts were only wanted by Americans because they wanted to own a genuine Indian relic. Due to this practice, much of the site’s history was lost and came close to being completely destroyed before archaeologists and historians could begin to preserve the history of these sites. 

Virginia McClurg arrived in Colorado Springs in 1877 from Morristown, New Jersey where she worked as a correspondent for the New York Daily Graphic. She was sent on assignment to find out about the ruins at the Mesa Verde Cliff Dwellings in southern Colorado.

Most people thought Virginia was crazy, as during these years in the nation’s history is was not popular with the American public to place these sites under government control. There was a national indifference toward the preservation of Indian ruins and their history. 

The first visitors to these historic sites conducted senseless vandalism and shot at, broke apart, burned and removed countless artifacts that could have helped recount the history of an amazing people. Even dynamite was used in some cases to open up the dwelling to the light and kill any rattlesnakes inside.

Homesteading would open up a whole new set of problems for the preservation of Native American artifacts and ruins throughout the Southwest. All three sites making up Salinas Pueblo Missions National Monument were homesteaded and this added to the destruction of the sites as the stones from these sites were often taken to build barns, homes and other structures on these homesteads. 
Many homesteaders only filed upon land where Indian ruins were located with no thought to making improvements to the land as required by the Homestead Act. Instead, they planned on making a living off the Indian artifacts they found. 

Richard Wetherill, a rancher who discovered Chaco Canyon, soon began shipping out whole rooms, complete with stones and timbers to the Museum of Natural History, selling still more artifacts to the highest bidder.

William and Clara Corbin would read about the gold and treasure supposedly buried at Gran Quivira while living in Ohio. It would take them almost a decade, but they would be awarded a homestead claim on the site where they believed a vast and rich treasure was located.

William who was twenty-three years older than Clara would pass away and she would travel throughout the country giving lectures about the site and its history and asking for donations for its excavation. 
In a desperate and gusty move, she returned to Gran Quivira after William’s death and set up a large, canvas tent in the ruins of the San Buenaventura Mission. 
She self-published a book called La Gran Quibiro, a Musical Mystery: Opera Historique, a Romanza in Five Acts with Overture, Prelude and Interlude. She hoped to lecture and sell enough subscriptions to the book to excavate Gran Quivira. 
Clara traveled to Oregon, Colorado and Los Angeles. Virignia McClurg heard one of her lectures and decided to try to obtain the site and its artifacts for the Brooklyn Museum in New York City. She hired Richard Wetherill to guide her to the site, but they were unable to locate the ruins and had to turn back to Albuquerque.

She discovered Clara was not legally married to William Corbin and convinced the Land Offices in Santa Fe to declare the claim invalid. But, Clara fought back and rode the train all the way to Washington, D.C. in order to petition the General Land Offices to overturn the decision and return the homestead. Her request was granted and she once again returned to Gran Quivira.

But, Clara’s book was not a best-seller and her lectures were considered off and were not well attended. She was often described during these years as eccentric and bedraggled in appearance. While lecturing on the streets of Los Angeles, California she became ill and later passed away penniless in a charity hospital in 1913.

As for the gold and treasure supposedly buried at the site, here has never been any proof or documentation that a treasure ever existed at Gran Quivira. Clara’s lectures and book brought the existence of the historic site to the attention of museums and archaeologists throughout the United States, and because of this as well as her debates with Virginia McClurg brought the existence of the historic site to the attention of museums and archaeologists throughout the United States, and because of this the site and its history were forever preserved in 1909 when Gran Quviira became one of the nation’s first national monuments. 
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.

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. 
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