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The Young Pablo Abeita, 1903, DeLancey W. Gill, photographer. Courtesy of the National Anthropological Archives, Smithsonian Institution, Negative no. BAE GN 01994A 06337800
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Figure 1. Randy Jiron holding rifle given to Pablo Abeita by President Theodore Roosevelt, November 2018, Malcom Ebright, photographer.














A Note on Usage


We capitalize “Pueblo” when referring to the Pueblo people and when using the name of a specific pueblo, as in Isleta Pueblo, but not when making a general reference to an Indian village. This has been a standard convention among scholars writing about Pueblo Indians for many years. In the case of this book, however, the situation is more complicated. Most of Pablo Abeita’s contemporaries, particularly government officials, referred to Pueblos (uppercase) and pueblos (lowercase) without distinguishing between people and place. Moreover, Abeita himself used both Pueblo and village to refer to Native communities. Therefore, the reader will find examples of all these forms. When quoting, we have taken care to preserve the word the way it was used in the original. Most Pueblo people today (and many scholars), especially younger ones, refer to these Native communities as villages. There are at least two reasons for this. First, knowledge and use of Spanish among Natives in New Mexico has declined as English has come to predominate. Pueblo is the Spanish word for village, and the latter English word has displaced the former. Second, the use of village represents a measure of decolonization and expression of Pueblo sovereignty and self-determination. In a similar vein, Isleta people do not use written accents on their names of Spanish origin, hence we write Jiron rather than Jirón, and so forth.


When Theodore Roosevelt became president in 1901, the Indian agents that remained in federal government employ were replaced by Indian school superintendents who absorbed the duties of the Indian agents. Nimrod S. Walpole was the last Indian agent with whom Pablo Abeita worked. Nevertheless, in New Mexico the men who held the positions of school superintendents and figure in Abeita’s story were and still often are referred to as Indian agents.










Introduction




You never gave us any land. The land that we have was always ours. You gave us the papers only, you never gave us any money, nor do now, never any cattle or sheep, not even a wagon … We did not kill any white man, but instead, fed them and protected them when they were in need, and now that we are in need, the Government wants to take away … what land we have left, and turn us into the wrath of our neighbors.


Pablo Abeita, Statement to the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs, 1923





Pablo Abeita was well known in his day as a Pueblo statesman and later as “the grand old man of Isleta.” Pablo was born in 1871, during a time of major change in US policy towards Indians when forced assimilation was just beginning to be implemented. He lived through a period of reform of those harsh and unwelcome policies, and largely through his efforts, was able to witness the first steps toward modernity and constitutional government for Isleta. His advocacy helped Isleta move forward into the twentieth century.


Isleta oral history tells of a time when Isleta was part of Tiwa-speaking Taos Pueblo living in the Blue Lake area. Isleta split from the Taos community, moving to the area south of Sandia, another Tiwa-speaking pueblo. The future Isletans occupied and abandoned at least seven sites before they settled at present-day Isleta.1 One of those places, known as the Water Basin Village, was situated atop the Mesa de los Padillas near the north boundary of Isleta Pueblo. The fortified village commanded a strategic view of the whole valley so that inhabitants could be warned of an impending attack. Pottery shards found at the site date its occupation from AD 1550 to AD 1650. The Water Basin Village is still recollected in an Isletan folktale, “The Town of the Snake Girl,” that recounts the exploits of two enchanted sisters whose treachery against an unresponsive suitor led to their being turned into rattlesnakes. This tale is regarded as portending the abandonment of this mesa village.2


Two other ancient villages that were precursors of today’s Isleta Pueblo were White Earth Village and Yellow Earth Village, whose locations were said to be near today’s Isleta on the east side of the Rio Grande. These villages were rivals, and their violent encounter is retold in another Isletan folktale. A foot race was proposed between the villages as a way to settle the ill-feeling between them. Antelope Boy from White Earth Village was pitted against a runner named Deer-foot from Yellow Earth Village. They took the race to the four corners of the earth where Deer-foot shape shifted into a swift hawk. However, Antelope Boy, with the help of a mole, won the race. Now his people could settle the score with the Yellow Earth Village. They burned all the witches because that had been the main issue between the villages, and the rest of the Yellow Earth Village merged with the White Earth Village.3 The fate of Yellow Earth Village and the slaying of all its witches are examples of the violent beginnings of Isleta Pueblo. The conflict in the ancient villages was a portent of future factionalism within Isleta.4


Finally, ruins of another ancient village known as Whib-stick Place, or simply tu-ai (village), are still found in the northwest corner of the existing Isleta plaza. Pottery shards found in a 2021 sewer line excavation date this ruin as between 1540 and 1650.5 The village of Isleta was and is located near the Rio Grande on the west and was encircled by the old riverbed before the river changed its course. With the spring runoff, the Rio Grande overflowed and would completely encircle the village, leading the Spaniards who came with Juan de Oñate in 1598 to name the pueblo Isleta (little island). Isleta was ideally situated on a fertile floodplain near the Rio Grande, a perfect place for irrigated agriculture.


The Spanish colonizers quickly realized that the village of Isleta occupied a strategic location at the junction of two heavily traveled, pre-Columbian bison trails, one leading south toward the Piro pueblos and Socorro, the other leading east toward the other Tiwa pueblos and the Great Plains. Given its important location, Isleta was one of the first pueblos to be missionized. As early as September 1598, Fray Juan Claros was sent to begin conversion at Isleta and surrounding villages.6 The Franciscans also started building missions among the Piro pueblos in the Salinas Basin about this time, but by 1671, famine and Apache raids had caused them to be abandoned. First to close was Los Humanos. According to Isleta oral tradition, by 1679 many of the Piro refugees from these pueblos, and Tiwa refugees from villages like Chilili and Tajique, settled opposite the village of Isleta on the east bank of the Rio Grande.7


Isleta did not participate in the Pueblo Revolt of August 1680 because the village was headquarters to the Hispanic lieutenant governor Alonso García and a military garrison of about fifty soldiers. During the early days of the rebellion, García gathered about a thousand Hispano settlers from the surrounding area and decided to head south to the El Paso area, not knowing the fate of Governor Antonio de Otermín in Santa Fe. García took many of the local Isletans with him. According to Isletan oral history, the Piros went voluntarily while the Isletan Tiwas were forced to carry the Spaniards’ baggage.8 But not all Isletans went to El Paso with either García or Governor Otermín. Those who stayed, living in nearby pueblos, later formed the nucleus of the resettled Isleta. The inhabitants of the newly founded Isleta would have the stories of past migrations embedded in their bones.




The Resettlement of Isleta



Even before the formal resettlement of Isleta in 1710, Governor Diego de Vargas had broached the idea of repopulating the abandoned pueblo, but nothing came of it. Then a decade-and-a-half later, Franciscan Juan de la Peña reconstituted Isleta with some Tiwas he brought back from Ysleta de Sur, as well as other former Isletans who had not gone south in 1680. An alcalde of Taos also arranged for any Tiwas with Isletan roots to move to the resettled Isleta Pueblo.9


The Pueblo of Isleta grew in population between 1750 and 1809 from 428 to 487. At the same time, however, the Spanish government started making land grants south of the village that began to encroach on Isleta land. Chief among these were the combined Gutiérrez (1716) and Sedillo (1734) grants and the Lo de Padilla (1718) grant. The Spaniards had not measured Isleta’s southern boundary because the pueblo did not have clearly established limits like those spelled out in the 1748 Sandia grant or the grant to San Felipe whose pueblo league had been partially measured. Yet, Isletans knew perfectly well that their lands extended from the Rio Puerco in the west to the crest of the Manzano Mountains in the east.10
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Figure 2. Water Basin Village and surrounding villages, map by Theodore “Ted” Jojola






Isletans forcefully resisted the increasing encroachment on their southern boundary, which was a unique response among the Pueblos at the time. When Diego Padilla, owner of the Lo de Padilla grant, began allowing his livestock to graze on Isleta lands, trampling its fields and damaging its acequias, the pueblo filed a protest with Governor Gervasio Cruzat y Góngora. When the governor ruled in Isleta’s favor, Padilla resisted vociferously. But then Isleta hired an advocate to present its case, and Padilla backed down. Isleta had won, but Padilla’s animals continued to trespass on the pueblo’s land. Finally, Isleta showed how much it had adopted the ways of its aggressive Hispano neighbors: it purchased both the Lo de Padilla grant and the Gutiérrez-Sedillo grant, thus solving the encroachment problem and substantially increasing its land base.


Isleta Pueblo showed a great deal of sophistication and political know-how in acquiring the two grants on its southern border. Nevertheless, Hispano settlers continued to encroach on Isleta’s recently purchased grants.11 For example, when Hispano settlers moved onto the Lo de Padilla grant and started the community of Peralta, Isleta Pueblo sold them the land they were occupying, apparently taking the view that if the Peralta trespass on Isleta land was to become permanent, the pueblo might as well reap some benefit. Even with this loss of acreage, when Isleta Pueblo received the Isleta grant from the US Congress in 1858 after the 1846 US invasion, it was the third largest pueblo in New Mexico after Zuni and Laguna.12 It is unclear exactly which Isleta leaders engineered the massive land acquisitions that to this day have greatly benefitted the pueblo. Although the details are sketchy, the first Isleta governor who appears to have fit the role of an Indigenous capitalist was Pablo Abeita’s grandfather, Ambrosio Abeita.13


Ambrosio amassed a fortune running sheep on Isleta’s vast pastures. Just like his wealthy rico neighbors in the nearby Rio Abajo communities—the Oteros, the Chávezes, and the Pereas—Ambrosio must have had flocks upward of five thousand sheep. In one claim alone, Ambrosio is said to have lost more than two thousand head in one Navajo raid. Like the Hispano ricos, Ambrosio trailed vast flocks to Chihuahua and received payment in gold and silver coins. According to Isleta lore, Ambrosio had a whole room filled with ollas, or water jars, filled to the brim with gold coins. He famously lent the US government some $18,000 in 1862 to pay back wages to Union troops defending New Mexico from invading Confederate forces from Texas.14


Ambrosio Abeita and his family were ricos by the standards of the day, unlike other Pueblo leaders. Their activities in acquiring land for Isleta and protecting it from encroachment greatly benefitted the village, but their business dealings and their prosperity must have caused other pueblo members to envy and resent them, another factor that led to the conflict that later beset the community. This is evidenced by the lawsuit that was filed against Ambrosio in 1847, alleging that he was using his position as governor to grant lucrative concessions to his relatives.15
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Figure 3. Ambrosio Abeita, 1868, A. Z. Schindler, photographer. Courtesy of the National Anthropological Archive, Negative no. NAA GN 01923






In addition to safeguarding and expanding Isleta land, Ambrosio Abeita worked hard on behalf of Isleta and other pueblos. He testified before the surveyor general of New Mexico regarding the boundaries of the Isleta grant: a league (2.5 miles) to the north, a league to the south, the Rio Puerco on the west, and the crest, or spine, of the Manzano Mountains on the east. This comprised an ample tract of land on paper; it would take Pablo Abeita, Ambrosio’s grandson, to get the US government to properly survey this land. Ambrosio Abeita also traveled to Washington, DC, with an Isleta delegation to testify against a series of laws and court decisions that restricted Pueblo sovereignty and encouraged non-Indian encroachment on Pueblo land.16


The mid-1800s were good years for Isleta and the Abeita family, although it was a time when the federal government was embarking on a policy of assimilation of Native Americans and eradication of their culture. The Abeita family “built a grand hacienda purportedly styled after the Palace of Governors in Santa Fe.”17 By 1880, however, the lifestyle the Isletan ricos had become accustomed to would be changed forever by two events: the Laguna Migration of 1879 and 1880, and the coming of the railroad in 1880.







The Laguna Migration and the Coming of the Railroad



In 1879 traditionalists from Laguna Pueblo had reached their limit. Laguna progressives, led by their non-Indian Protestant governor, Robert Marmon, had destroyed the kiva and forced the traditionalists to watch as they burned some of the sacred objects in the plaza. A group of the leading traditionalists decided to move to another pueblo, taking with them the remaining sacred objects along with the ancient ceremonies. The Keres-speaking Lagunas ended up in Tiwa-speaking Isleta where they were offered a home and land at a place called Old Oraibi south of the main pueblo. By 1880 over one hundred Lagunas had made the journey to Isleta and were adopted by the pueblo. The Laguna migration was a continuation of the pattern of relocation that led to the reconstitution of Isleta Pueblo; it also created a new fissure between Isletans and Laguna descendants that added to the existing fault lines within Isleta.18


The other event that changed Isleta forever and created new fissures of conflict was the coming of the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe (AT&SF) railroad in 1880. The spur of the railroad, which was the only major junction of the western and southern routes, was located at Isleta Pueblo. Trains waited at regular intervals at the Isleta depot to gain clearance to proceed. Isletans used this waiting time to peddle items such as fruit, vegetables, bread, pottery, and other Indian crafts. The “exotic appearance of Isleta Pueblo dress … added appreciably to the festival atmosphere of the stop.”19 Railway officials encouraged this type of passenger interaction and hired distinguished writers, artists, and entrepreneurs like Fred Harvey to create a romantic image of the Pueblo Indian. The railroad, with the help of former Isleta resident Charles Lummis, even brought Isletan vendors to Los Angeles to sell their wares and perform dances at the Los Angeles festival. “Eventually jealousies emerged among [Isletans] competing for the chance to travel to Los Angeles,” and the trips were canceled. The trips brought the outside world to Isleta and created another major conflict between those who took advantage of this new visibility and those who resisted it.20


In the mid-1870s, another split occurred between the religious leaders and the pueblo council. This led to the formation of the so-called progressive and conservative factions that would continue for several decades.21


This was the community of Isleta Pueblo into which Pablo Abeita was born. Several of these momentous changes, like the Laguna migration and the arrival of the railroad, took place while Pablo was attending school in Albuquerque and Santa Fe. He was such an accomplished scholar and a member of such a leading progressive family that it soon became apparent that he was destined to be an important Pueblo leader. As early as 1892, Abeita was chosen to be a member of the village council. It would become Abeita’s life work to advocate on behalf of all pueblos, and to navigate the schisms and factions at Isleta to bring the pueblo into the modern world of the twentieth century.22


The Abeita family had always taken advantage of economic opportunities brought by the arrival of the Americans in 1846 and the coming of the railroad in 1880. Soon after the arrival of the railroad, the family constructed an imposing two-story hotel and general store on the plaza next to the church. Not all Isletans, however, were in favor of such an open-door policy toward outsiders.23


Many Isletans feared that bringing outsiders into their midst would lead to an erosion of cultural values and a loss of Pueblo sovereignty and would breach the strict policy of secrecy regarding ceremonies and dances. Pablo Abeita would face criticism on each of these fronts. Perhaps the most serious charge involved the Abeita family welcoming the photographer, author, and newspaperman Charles Fletcher Lummis into the village. Lummis rented a room from and became friends with the family of Juan Rey Abeita. Even though he was still in his teens and early twenties during the four years beginning in 1888 when Lummis lived at Isleta, many blamed Pablo Abeita for Lummis’s activities. Not only was Lummis taking numerous photographs of activities within the pueblo, but he was also learning many secret stories from the disaffected Carlisle Indian Industrial School graduate, Henry Kendall. Kendall had come to accept the assimilationist’s rhetoric about “kill the Indian, save the man” and was willing to take payment from Lummis in return for his divulging of tribal secrets.24
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Figure 4. View of Isleta Pueblo, 1904, Frank Churchill, photographer. Courtesy of the National Museum of the American Indian, Negative no. N26964






This conflict over the preservation of Isleta cultural traditions was one that Pablo Abeita negotiated by refusing to be fully defined by either the progressive or conservative category. Abeita was conservative in his lifelong devotion to Isletan traditional values and his participation in its clan society. Yet he was progressive in his attempts to bring Isleta into the twentieth century through reforms in agriculture, education, and pueblo politics, often with the help of the Indian agent or school superintendent. He saw no contradiction between bringing modern plows and other efficient farm equipment to Isleta and maintaining a vibrant ceremonial calendar of dances independent of outside scrutiny. Pablo Abeita defied categories, just as Isleta does to this day.25


Another conflict that almost tore the pueblo apart was between those who wanted no contact with the federal government and those like Abeita who saw the benefits Isleta could accrue by working with the Indian agent or school superintendent. Pablo Abeita became adept at navigating the bureaucracy through letter writing, filing petitions, and even testifying before Congress. As early as 1899, he began his quest for a resurvey of the crest of the Manzano Mountains as Isleta’s eastern boundary. On behalf of the pueblo, he wrote the recently appointed special attorney for the Pueblo Indians that this was one of Isleta’s highest priorities and asked for help. Abeita persisted for over three decades in pressuring the government to accomplish that goal. His high visibility in working with the government created suspicion and even hostility among many Isletans.26 This conflict came to a head in November 1915, during the annual feast day, at a time of celebration and performance of traditional dances. Superintendent Philip T. Lonergan, an invited guest, soon became the center of a major battle. During one of the dances, Lonergan noticed several intoxicated individuals and feeling the impropriety of the situation, took the ceremonial drum in order to stop the dance. Former governor Juan P. Lente defiantly took the drum back so the dance could continue. When Lonergan persisted and seized the drum again, former governor Lente urged his followers to get clubs and attack the superintendent. Lonergan warded off several blows before order was restored. He sued Lente in the Court of Indian Offenses presided over by none other than Judge Pablo Abeita. After a contentious trial, Judge Abeita found Lente guilty and sentenced him to forty days in jail. Lente’s appeals were denied, and from that time on Lente and his conservative followers became more radical in their opposition to anything Abeita tried to do, even when it stood to benefit the entire pueblo.27


This new rift had no ideological basis but was solely a reaction to Pablo himself and his growing power and influence. Joining the anti-Pablo Abeita faction were litigants who lost cases heard by Judge Abeita. Nevertheless, Abeita continued administering justice as Court of Indian Offenses judge for another nine years. He strengthened his alliances outside the pueblo with prominent lawyers, judges, and government officials. Above all, Abeita negotiated this hostility toward him with a wry sense of humor, devotion to his family, and a love of the pueblo of Isleta and its people.
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Figure 5. Pablo Abeita and Family, n.d., Sumner Matteson, photographer. Courtesy of the Milwaukee Public Museum, Negative no. 44451






During the decade after the Lente trial, Abeita followed events on the national scene, such as the 1913 Supreme Court Sandoval decision on federal wardship of the pueblos and the 1923 Bursum Bill regarding non-Indian encroachments on pueblo lands. He took a leadership role on both issues, testifying before Congress about the dangers posed if the pueblos did not have federal protection and if they were subject to state taxation. He helped mobilize the protest against the Bursum Bill and educated pueblo leaders about its threat to their lands. In these efforts Pablo Abeita became the spokesperson for the Pueblos of New Mexico at the same time as he was fighting these battles at home, navigating the fault lines of Isleta’s various factions.28


Despite its conflicts, Isleta Pueblo, like all the other eighteen New Mexico pueblos, has persisted and thrived. As Edward Dozier points out, factionalism exists in all the pueblos. And when we substitute the word conflict for factionalism, we see that it exists in all communities. In the past, groups who disagreed with the majority could simply leave as did the Laguna colony in 1879–1880. Isleta’s oral history and its stories of the early pre-Isletan villages are replete with migrations, many due to similar conflicts. As Dozier points out, citing Alfred L. Kroeber, the Pueblos have persisted, conflict notwithstanding, because the various factions crosscut one another. “By countering each other they … produce an almost marvelous complexity [that] can never break the … entity apart.”29


Others have pointed out, using Jemez as an example, that conflict and factionalism have existed in most pueblos, even before European contact “as a legitimate form of argumentation” or discussion. Using the model of a case in a judicial setting, the process begins with each side or faction presenting its case and ends with a judicial decision and the possibility of resolution of the conflict and healing.30


At Isleta, whether healing and resolution occurred depended on the importance of the issue and the polarization of the factions. In Isleta v. Lente the issue was important, and the factions polarized. It has taken many generations for healing to occur as descendants of both sides gradually forget and make peace. In a more recent example, Laguna Pueblo, led by Governor Richard Luarkie, sponsored a symposium around 2013 about the Laguna migration with the goal of healing old wounds and providing historical information about the Laguna migration and what led up to it. The symposium, which many Isletans attended, did provide healing, but as ex-Governor Luarkie recently said, “there is a need to continually cultivate [the connection between] Laguna and Isleta. There is no end to the migration.”31


Pablo Abeita, as judge of the Court of Indian Offenses, made many decisions that resulted in reconciliation and healing. From enforcing a promise to marry to resolving a conflict over farm equipment, he always tried to bring about an amicable settlement whenever possible. In many cases, he accomplished this with the help of tribal policemen like Louis Abeita, who was trusted and liked throughout the pueblo. In domestic cases, Judge Abeita usually tried to bring a disputing couple back together and achieve reconciliation. The judicial process provided a means for the two sides in a conflict to present their arguments and have a definitive decision. In many instances this led to reconciliation and healing.32


Another way in which Pablo Abeita was able to rise above the conflicts within Isleta was by forging alliances with those outside the pueblo who could assist Isleta in achieving its goals, as well as with other Native leaders who were able to unite the pueblos in their resistance to legislative attacks. Two of the most prominent of those leaders were Sotero Ortiz of San Juan (Ohkay Owingeh) and José Alcario Montoya of Cochiti. Sotero Ortiz learned about litigation and history in the library of Thomas B. Catron, for whom he worked. Ironically, Sotero became adept at fighting for Pueblo land and water rights by befriending the enemy. Ortiz began working closely with Pablo Abeita when the All Pueblo Council appointed him president and Pablo as its secretary at its reorganization meeting at Santo Domingo in November of 1922. When Sotero was reluctant to speak in public when he went to New York and Washington, DC, as part of the anti-Bursum Bill delegation, Pablo Abeita told him, “Don’t be afraid. Just look over their heads…. What you don’t cover, I’ll tell them.” Ortiz became an accomplished advocate and public speaker, serving as president of the All Pueblo Council for almost two decades, until 1940.33
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Figure 6. All Pueblo Council Bursum Bill Protest Delegation, 1923, photographer unknown. Courtesy of the National Anthropological Archives, Negative no. BAE GN 02860q
Sitting: Santiago Naranjo (Santa Clara), Martín Vigil (Tesuque), Sotero Ortiz (San Juan [Ohkay Owingeh]), Santiago Peña (Santo Domingo), Juan Pablo García (Acoma), Wushusiwa (Zuni). Standing: Charles Seonia (Laguna), José Alcario Montoya (Cochiti), Antonio Abeita (Isleta), Frank Paisano (Laguna), Charlie Kie (Laguna), ?, Jesús Baca (Jemez), James H. Miller (Acoma), Juan Avila (Sandia)






José Alcario Montoya also served the All Pueblo Council from 1922 to 1940. Montoya, like Pablo Abeita, became proficient in several languages, becoming the council’s official interpreter. At a typical council meeting in its early days, Montoya would interpret first in Spanish, then in his native Keres, and finally in English for any guests. He also worked closely with Abeita and the All Pueblo Council in explaining the dangers of pending legislation and organizing the pueblos to take their cause to the American people.34 By partnering with other Pueblo leaders, several of whom came from pueblos with similar factional divisions as Isleta, Pablo Abeita received support as he became the leading Native statesman, known throughout the Southwest and beyond.35
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Figure 7. Father Anton Docher with medals, medal is Knight of the Order of Leopold presented by King Albert of Belgium, medal is the French Colonial Medal, c. 1919–1928, Cobb’s Studio Albuquerque, Cobb Memorial Photography Collection. Courtesy of the Center for Southwest Research, University of New Mexico Libraries, Negative no. 000-119-0268






Abeita also became friends with writers and photographers like Charles Lummis, lawyers like Richard Hanna, school superintendents such as Philip T. Lonergan and Leo Crane, religious leaders like Father Anton Docher and William H. Ketcham, and even US presidents such as Theodore Roosevelt. He always spoke his truth with his unique blend of down-to-earth eloquence, wit, and humor—coupled with biting sarcasm—endearing him to most of these allies.


Abeita was particularly drawn to lawyers and even judges as allies. He was especially close with Francis Wilson and Richard Hanna, both of whom served as special attorney for the Pueblo Indians. Wilson sued many of the non-Indian encroachers on Isleta land and helped educate Abeita by giving him cases and judicial opinions to read. As judge of the Court of Indian Offenses, Abeita was as knowledgeable as any member of the New Mexico legal bar, as the transcript of the Juan P. Lente case demonstrates.36 Hanna advocated for Isleta in the late 1920s and early 1930s in the aftermath of the Pueblo Lands Board. Even though the pueblos successfully defeated the Bursum Bill, which would have recognized almost all non-Indian claims to Pueblo land, the subsequent Pueblo Lands Board’s decisions still resulted in an overall loss of Pueblo land of about thirty-six thousand acres. Hanna was instrumental in obtaining compensation for Isleta resulting from legislative hearings in the early 1930s. Abeita and Hanna made a good team as they both testified at the hearings. Pablo spoke about the history on the ground of the claims of unfairness against the Pueblo Lands Board, and Hanna testified about the legal basis for the claims. As a result, Isleta received substantial monetary compensation under separate legislation. Richard Hanna was one of Isleta’s strongest advocates in a long tradition of advocates who obtained a degree of justice for Isleta.37 Hanna was the leading advocate for the pueblo’s cause during the Pueblo Lands Board era. In his career he always intervened to defend the rights of the underdog.38


Abeita also partnered with Indian agents and school superintendents to bring needed programs to Isleta, such as the one providing farm equipment like wagons and plows on convenient terms. Philip T. Lonergan, who served from 1911 to 1919, did not always agree with him, but supported Abeita’s decisions as judge of the Court of Indian Offenses and called him his friend. Pablo Abeita was definitely Lonergan’s “go-to man” whenever the superintendent had a problem or questions involving Isleta. Another of Abeita’s strong supporters was Superintendent Leo Crane who followed Lonergan, serving from 1920 to 1922. Crane said of Abeita’s testimony before Congress in 1923, “He was not without a certain trenchant wit. [When he spoke], it was like throwing the harpoon with unerring accuracy and then twisting it around.”39


Finally, Abeita found powerful allies in Father Anton Docher, the Catholic priest from 1891 to 1923 at Isleta’s church of San Agustín, and from Father William Ketcham of the Bureau of Catholic Indian Missions in Washington, DC. Both priests worked closely with Abeita on projects that benefitted Isleta.


Father Docher was born in a small village in France. After being ordained in Santa Fe, Father Docher served for a year at Taos Pueblo before coming to Isleta. He was well liked throughout the village, where the people called him Tamithá, or Little Helper. He had a certain moral authority at Isleta, which he wielded on the night of June 11, 1905, when he stopped a large group of Isletans with picks and shovels intent on destroying a portion of the train tracks due to the flooding caused by the railroad’s embankment. Pablo Abeita worked closely with Father Docher on projects that benefitted the church. In 1905, when Bautista Lucero was governor and Abeita’s mother, Marcelina, was church warden, or mayordoma, Pablo seems to have been instrumental in facilitating a gift to the church of a statue of the Virgin of Guadalupe by the rico merchant Felipe Chávez.40 The most extravagant event coordinated by Pablo Abeita and Father Docher was the visit to Isleta on October 19, 1919, by the king of Belgium. Abeita convened the Isleta council, which agreed to support the event and provide entertainment. Thousands of people attended, many brought by a special train from Albuquerque. Father Docher provided a sermon in French and was presented with a Belgian medal as a knight of the Order of Leopold. After the entertainment, at the king’s request, Pablo Abeita gave him a tour of his home in the family compound. The visit of the king that day certainly put Isleta on the map where many in the pueblo would rather be off the map.41


Father William Ketcham was a Catholic priest who worked for the pro-Native lobbying group, the Bureau of Catholic Indian Missions. Father Ketcham visited Pablo Abeita at Isleta in the early 1900s, and the two carried on a lengthy correspondence until Ketcham’s death in 1921. Ketcham and Abeita became friends, a relationship reflected in their letters. Perhaps their greatest accomplishment was to obtain Congressional funding for two bridges, one built at Isleta, the other at San Felipe. Prior to this, Isletans had to cross the Rio Grande by barge, or barco, as all the bridges built by Isletans soon washed out by floods. Father Ketcham and his office also provided Abeita with copies of legislation and books. Their close relationship was one of many that Pablo Abeita forged to provide a network of supporters to help realize Abeita’s vision of a modern Isleta.42


One of the recurring themes in Pablo Abeita’s letters to Father Ketcham was the unfairness of many of Isleta’s elections. In times of acute polarization, a conservative governor might use improper means to stay in power. Depending on which superintendent was in office, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) was often reluctant to intervene. The resulting stalemate sometimes meant that the pueblo was unable to conduct its business. Many other pueblos faced similar problems caused by factionalism. At Santa Clara Pueblo, for instance, two governors claimed to be legitimately elected.43 Until John Collier began addressing this problem of tribal self-government in 1932 when he became Commissioner of Indian Affairs, there seemed to be no solution. Pablo Abeita worked closely with Collier, starting with the movement against the Bursum Bill. Collier’s 1934 Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) provided that tribes could adopt constitutions drafted pursuant to the IRA, which provided for election of tribal officials. Here was a new non-traditional method of managing factionalism while preserving tribal self-government. Tribes were required to vote by referendum on whether or not they accepted the IRA. The pueblos could then adopt a constitution when they were prepared for the new form of elections. Pablo Abeita did not live to see the adoption of a constitution by Isleta Pueblo in 1947.44 Nevertheless, he would undoubtedly have supported the pro-constitution group because it finally provided a means of managing the conflicts in tribal elections that he had complained about. His progressive policies had led his people to accept this new form of self-government. Pablo Abeita had prepared the way, built the bridge, for Isletans to enter the twentieth century and beyond while maintaining its traditional values.45


“Through all the changes in the civil life of the Pueblo and all the changes in the world outside the one thing that did not change,” wrote Pueblo historian Joe Sando, “was Pablo’s feeling for his native religion.” Pablo Abeita realized that Isleta’s cultural values would hold it together in the modern world.46
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Figure 8. Governor Juan Felipe Jojola and His Lt. Governors (Pablo Abeita), 1894, Charles F. Lummis, photographer. Courtesy of the Pueblo of Isleta Tribal Archive, Yonan Cultural Center, Negative no. YACC00741.2008. Original print housed at the Autry Museum of the American West, Negative no. P8296

















CHAPTER ONE



Pablo Abeita


An Overview of His Life and Times




Pablo Abeita has worked in [Isleta’s] interest, both here and at Washington and has largely kept this pueblo alive.


Superintendent Leo Crane, general meeting, Dec. 15, 1921, IPCC





Pablo Abeita was an Isleta Pueblo Indian born into a prominent family in 1871, two decades before the Indian Wars ended and most Native Americans had been moved from their homelands and settled onto reservations. Isleta Pueblo, about fifteen miles south of Albuquerque, is one of the largest pueblos, with a population of about three thousand. The village is situated along the often-flooding Rio Grande at an altitude of five thousand feet at a place called tshia-hui-pa, or where the water gathers. Isleta was ideally located at the crossroads of several trade routes, in the shadow of the towering Manzano Mountains, in the middle of the bosque, one of the largest cottonwood forests in North America.


The first three decades of Pablo Abeita’s life were among the darkest for Isleta and the other pueblos as the federal government pursued its policy of assimilation of Native Americans into mainstream society. Despite these challenges, Abeita was able to rise above the assaults on Pueblo Indians: he got a superior education in a private school in Santa Fe, maintained mostly good relations with Indian agents and school superintendents, and spent much of his career fighting for legislation that protected Indian land. And he helped secure title for the pueblo to the over-21,000-acre Isleta mountain tract after a three-decades-long struggle. In 1890 Abeita began serving on the Isleta Pueblo council before he was twenty years old, a position that he retained for decades off and on for the rest of his life. He served as lieutenant governor five times, the first time in 1899 and again in 1900, 1925, 1929, and 1935.1 From 1914 to 1924 Pablo Abeita was the judge on Isleta’s Court of Indian Offenses. In addition to these achievements, he simultaneously operated a mercantile business in the pueblo, served as postmaster several times, took the 1910 Isleta census, raised a family, and farmed throughout his adult life.


Pablo Abeita’s ancestors were well known in the pueblo. His grandfather, Ambrosio Abeita, served as governor and represented Isleta before the surveyor general when Isleta claimed its pueblo grant. As previously mentioned, Ambrosio was famous for lending the US government $18,000 in gold in 1862 to pay the Union troops who had successfully rebuffed the Texas Confederate army that invaded New Mexico.2 Pablo’s mother, Marcelina, also came from a well-to-do family that controlled a large mercantile business in the pueblo.


The future leader of Isleta Pueblo was born on February 10, 1871, to Jose Prospero Abeita and Marcelina Lucero and baptized Juan Pablo on February 18, with Juan Baptista Lucero and Marcelina Abeita serving as godparents (padrinos).3 Raised in the traditions of Isleta Pueblo, Pablo also received more than nine years of formal education. The ability to thrive in two worlds—that of Isleta and the wider New Mexico and national communities—characterized Abeita from an early age. For his first few years of schooling, he studied at the Jesuit school called the Holy Family Select School for Boys in the home of Ambrosio Armijo in Albuquerque.4 The Jesuits established the school in 1872 with the dignified title of collegium inchoatum (elementary college). However, it differed little from a public grammar school. The Jesuits, an order known for its high scholastic and teaching standards, taught Spanish, English, and the ABCs. Pablo Abeita was one of the few Native Americans in the student body.5 After studying under the Jesuits, he attended the Sisters of Charity school in Albuquerque. Following that, he was a member of the first class to enter the Presbyterian mission school—Albuquerque Indian School (AIS)—when it opened in 1881 when he would have been ten years old. His stay at the school lasted only eight months, however.6 He continued his studies at Santa Fe’s St. Michael’s College, which Bishop Jean-Baptiste Lamy had founded in 1859.7 As early as 1879, St. Michael’s had begun to offer special classes for Pueblo Indian boys, which were similar to the ones Abeita joined a few years later. Rev. James H. Defouri described the classes as follows:




In the year 1879 there were twenty-two Pueblo Indians attending school in a separate department of the college in charge of Bros. Filiberto and Jude Michael … I have examined them myself, and like many others who visited them, was astonished at their remarkable proficiency in reading and writing English and Spanish. Their progress in arithmetic was no less surprising.8





St. Michael’s provided the young Pablo a classical education, quite different from the day schools and the all-Indian boarding schools at Carlisle and Hampton, which emphasized vocational training and attempted to supplant traditional native knowledge with a practical education. Abeita, however, had some opportunities for vocational study, noting in 1916 that his educational experience included training in bookkeeping, printing, carpentry, and “a little blacksmith[ing].”9 With the exception of his time at AIS, his father paid for his schooling.10 Among the all-male student population at St. Michael’s were the sons of prominent New Mexico families. The friends and contacts Pablo Abeita made at St. Michael’s stood him in good stead for the rest of his life. In addition to speaking his mother tongue, Tiwa, when he completed his studies, Abeita was fluent in Spanish and English, as well as the other Pueblo languages spoken in New Mexico: Northern Tiwa, Keres, Towa, and Zuni.11 Abeita later noted that “even as a young fellow, I had the urge to be well educated so that eventually I could return to my people and help them climb the ladder toward a better life.”12


Two years before completing his studies in Santa Fe at age seventeen, Abeita participated in a tradition that Isletans had followed since acquiring the horse: the buffalo hunt. As he related the story, the 1886 hunt was the last one where men from Isleta took part. Abeita lassoed a two-year-old buffalo after another hunter roped the animal. It is said that Pablo killed the animal by severing its spine. After the disappearance of the buffalo, there were still inter-village antelope and rabbit hunts. The last antelope hunt involving men from Isleta, Jemez, Santo Domingo, San Felipe, and Santa Ana took place around 1896.13
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Figure 9. Maria Dolores Abeita, Wife of Pablo Abeita, 1900, photographer unknown. Courtesy of the National Museum of the American Indian, Negative no. P18421






Less than two weeks before his eighteenth birthday on February 7, 1889, Pablo married twelve-year-old Maria de los Dolores Abeita in the mission church of San Agustín de la Isleta.14 His bride was the daughter of Juan Rey Abeita and Maria de los Reyes Zuni to whom she had been born on May 19, 1876.15 Rumor had it that the young couple were first cousins, and their local priest could not have granted them a dispensation from that impediment to marriage. However, although not first cousins, the couple was closely related by consanguinity in a prohibited degree on the Zuni line; Pablo’s great-grandmother, Juana de la Cruz Francisca Zuni, was the sister of Dolores’s great-grandfather, Vicente Zuni, making them related in the second degree of consanguinity. Pablo and Maria Dolores also shared a common great-great grandfather, a third-degree relationship. However, Father Andre Antoine Echallier, the French priest serving in Isleta, granted the couple a dispensation and performed the marriage ceremony.16 Father Echallier recorded the marriage, noting the impediment to their union as tertii gradus secundum attigente, meaning that they were related by third-degree consanguinity on the second line.17 In other words, the great-grandparent of one party was a sibling to the grandparent of the other party. The witnesses to the marriage were Juan Domingo Abeita and Guadalupe Lucero. Even though they were not actually first cousins, there was still considerable envious talk about the union within the pueblo. Some speculated that the marriage was engineered to keep the considerable Abeita wealth within the family.18


Pablo Abeita became involved in Isleta politics in 1890 when he began serving on the Isleta tribal council. In addition to his early entry into the Isleta government, Abeita worked at various jobs, availing himself of the skills he had learned in school. After leaving St. Michael’s, he found employment with Whitney Co. Wholesale Hardware in Santa Fe at a salary of $90.00 per month, a well-paid job in those days.19 Then, in 1900, when he was twenty-nine years old, Abeita took a job as a typesetter for the Albuquerque Morning Democrat, now the Albuquerque Journal; two years later he became a commercial clerk for the newspaper.20 This position kept him abreast of the news of the day both from New Mexico, then still a US territory, and from Washington, DC. Abeita maintained a lifelong connection with the newspaper, publishing many letters to the editor in the 1930s. These positions, together with the contacts he made during his schooling, would benefit him greatly as he began his career as advocate for the Pueblos.


In 1905 Abeita started working for the Indian Service. Tasked with providing information on modern farming methods—including seeds and farming tools—as a farmer himself, he was much more aware of Isletan farming practices and how new methods could be introduced than the outsiders who usually held this position. In 1905 Abeita took the first complete census of the pueblos of Sandia, Santa Ana, and San Felipe.21 Then in 1907, he left his post with the Indian Service and returned to Isleta to run the family’s general store, which he would do for the rest of his life. He also served as postmaster at Isleta off and on for several years.22


As an advocate, Abeita traveled to Washington, DC, numerous times to advance Pueblo interests and to try to obtain government protection from encroachment on Pueblo land. When in 1911 the Isletans were considering a delegation, Abeita stated that he had already been to the nation’s capital twice. On one of those occasions, eleven Pueblo Indians from different pueblos accompanied him; three of them understood some English, but the other eight spoke only Indian languages.23 In 1913 he participated in a fifteen-man delegation to DC. En route, when the train stopped in Chicago, locals tried to patronize the Pueblos, most of whom were wearing blankets and moccasins. The Ashland, Illinois, newspaper reported the following incident: “Heap big Injun on warpath,” laughed a station porter, coming up to the group. “Here, boy, take this bag to the smoking room. I’ll be there in a minute,” ordered one of the Indians. Of course, the Indian with the quick riposte was Pablo Abeita.24 When the delegation arrived in Washington, Abeita testified before Congress regarding the effect of the 1913 Sandoval decision, raising the possibility that it would lead to the taxation of Pueblo lands. He told the legislators in a not-so-subtle barb that when it came to taxation, “we ought to tax the white people for the land they took away from us instead of the white people taxing us for what land they never gave, because what land we have at present is only what the white people did not appropriate.”25 This would be small compensation for the damages Native Americans suffered since the coming of the Europeans.


In 1914 the Indian Service appointed Abeita as judge of the Court of Indian Offenses at Isleta, and he served in that position until 1924. The cases that Abeita judged ran from petty personal altercations to issues of inheritance to mediating the return of Indian-owned animals that had wandered onto a non-Indian’s property. One of the most sensitive cases Judge Abeita had to deal with, as noted earlier, was the charge of assault that his political rival, Juan Pomecino Lente, perpetrated against Superintendent Philip T. Lonergan. After Lente urged his followers to attack Lonergan, Abeita sentenced him to forty days in the Isleta jail. According to one scholar, “Abeita dealt with problems in a dignified and informed manner … efficiently [dispensing] justice, usually with wisdom, mercy, and a dash of dry humor.”26


Known in Indian Country and beyond as “the most colorful and prominent resident of Isleta Indian Pueblo,” Pablo Abeita had a “wry sense of humor. Even when criticizing his political foes, he made his points with quaint sarcasm rather than malicious barbs.”27


In May 1940 the Coronado Cuarto Centennial Committee, marking roughly four-hundred years since Francisco Vázquez de Coronado and his troops arrived in New Mexico, invited Abeita to speak. He reportedly surprised some of his audience by saying:




I am afraid I will have to contradict some of the things you gentlemen have said. Coronado came by Isleta, and as you who have read his chronicles know, was given food and royally received. He came up the valley, and what did he do? Well, we had better say no more about it, for his record isn’t good and you know it. I don’t know why you invited me here, because I am not particularly proud to be here to observe this quatrocentennial. After all, you people are honoring those who brought diseases to my country and my people, thereby reducing the Indian population. We have very little land left, but you continue to encroach upon our villages. You strip our trees from the watersheds to produce lumber and floods; you plow up the earth to raise grain crops and sandstorms; and you have turned a large section of land that used to be fertile enough for at least a subsistence economy for Indians, into outright desert.
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Figure 10. Abeita store interior with Pablo standing in background, n.d., photographer unknown. Courtesy of the Leonard Abeita Collection, Isleta Pueblo






It is also reported that when Abeita spoke “the crowd broke into the heartiest applause of the afternoon and did so at every pause as the respected Isletan continued a short and cutting debunking of white man’s history.”28


As it happened, the address at the Coronado Cuarto Centennial commemoration was his last. Pablo Abeita died suddenly the night of Tuesday, December 17, 1940, at age seventy. His body was wrapped in the burial blanket he had chosen long ago, placed on the floor in his home in a room from which the furniture had been removed and surrounded by lighted tapers. Sobbing women mourners from the pueblo huddled against the walls of the room, replacing the candles that burned out. During the following day, non-Isletans came to pay their respects to his family. Bearers placed the body on a canvas litter and carried it to the church. There, Father Michael Dumarest conducted a brief service, but he did not celebrate a requiem mass. The priest then led a procession to the cemetery south of the pueblo. As the people walked through the streets of the village, a single voice chanted an alabado (hymn) in Spanish, and other marchers joined their voices in reciting the chorus. At the graveside, Father Dumarest said Latin prayers and sprinkled the grave and body with Holy Water. Then family members touched the body for a final time.29


Two men jumped into the grave and other men lowered the body by the corners of the blanket, while Father Dumarest intoned “requiescat in pace.” He tossed in the first handful of dirt, and close friends and relatives followed, each adding a handful of dirt to the grave. When the grave was partially filled, a young man jumped in and smoothed and tamped down the dirt with a well-worn wooden block. Six women then each poured an olla of water over the covered face of Pablo Abeita. The shoveling resumed only to be interrupted again for the smoothing and tamping. Finally, when the grave was completely filled, Juan Abeita, Pablo’s eldest son, and other men laid stones in the form of a cross on the grave.


Only a few mourners remained at the graveside when Jose Jojola, the aged leader of the Abeita extended family, tearfully said words over the grave in Tiwa, sobbing in grief. Of Pablo’s five sons, Juan, Ambrosio, Jose, and Andy attended the funeral. Remijio, who lived in Washington State, unable to make flight connections, missed the services. Pablo’s widow did not attend, in accordance with Isleta custom. This was a fitting end to a life well lived, as both the Catholic and Isleta traditions came together to lay Pablo Abeita to rest.


The blending of Roman Catholic and Isleta Pueblo customs was typical of Isleta life at the time. Writing in 1922 to introduce himself to Father William Hughes, the director of the Bureau of Catholic Indian Missions following the death of Father William H. Ketcham, Abeita related that “I am called a pagan Indian but I hope to die as I live ‘a catholic.’”30 Years earlier, in 1912, when Abeita was advocating for the appointment of Francis C. Wilson as special attorney for the Pueblo Indians, Abeita had noted that the lawyer was “not a Catholic which he ought to be.”31 When his beloved mother died in 1914, Abeita commented to Father Ketcham that he was “glad to say that she was a good Catholic…. Please pray for her.”32
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