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For Lauren Belen Jaramillo Ross,
may you ennoble your heritage as profoundly
as your mother and grandparents have
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Florence and Arturo Jaramillo, shortly before opening, on the back patio before it was covered.
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PART I

Rancho de Chimayó:
The Restaurant and
Its Traditions
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An early ad campaign for the signature Chimayó Cocktail.








THE RESTAURANT THAT’S A WAY OF LIFE

Nobody forgets Rancho de Chimayó. The memories are often a collage of images. The homey adobe hacienda, radiantly warm and earthy. Ristras of red chile hanging from the roof around the front door. The glow on the terrace in the summer from the brilliant southwestern sunset, or inside in the winter from one of the cozy corner fireplaces. Gracious hospitality, so guileless and genteel at the same time. Above all, the robust cooking, full of authentic New Mexico flavor—never bland, never dainty, never nouvelle.

Craig Claiborne remembered the hearty carne adovada, redolent of those fiery red chiles above the door. Maybe for you it’s the flautas, the enchiladas, the tamales, the posole, or the densely luscious flan, a world-class custard. Almost everyone treasures the taste of the fluffy sopaipillas, the distinctive New Mexican bread served with most dishes.

As compelling as the food is, though, it’s not quite the essence of the allure at Restaurante Rancho de Chimayó. The reason the restaurant is so memorable is that it is more than a restaurant. Arturo and Florence Jaramillo, the founders, envisioned it as living tribute to the Spanish American heritage of New Mexico. In addition to the native cooking of the area, Rancho de Chimayó serves its guests a way of life.

When asked about the Jaramillos’ goals a month before the 1965 opening, Arturo said, “I want this to be a different restaurant. I want the guests to feel they have been invited into an old Spanish home where the food and the atmosphere are in the grand early tradition.” That was the inspiration years ago and it’s still the effect. As Florence Jaramillo put it in recent years, “For all of us—not just the Jaramillo family, for all of us who appreciate this land and culture—this restaurant is one place the way of life here stays alive.”
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Two younger generations of the family share a strong attachment to the restaurant and its original vision. Laura Ann Jaramillo Ross, Arturo and Florence’s daughter, and her daughter, Lauren Belen Jaramillo Ross, now live in San Antonio, Texas, but visit Chimayó regularly and advise Florence on restaurant operations. Laura grew up immersed in the mission, helping her parents almost every day from the time she was seven—bussing tables, serving food, washing dishes, even supervising some aspects of the business as a teenager. She and Florence are the sole directors of the corporation today. Lauren, still in her twenties, is learning about the hospitality trade and may take an active role in running the restaurant in the future.

Neighbors and many other New Mexicans also support the restaurant as loyal employees and eager diners. In the fifty years since the founding of the restaurant, the Jaramillos have hired more than 30,000 people to be a part of the Rancho de Chimayó family, and many of them have remained in the clan for twenty years or longer. Most of the staff have been local Chimayó residents, mainly from families with generations of history in the small community.

Rancho de Chimayó cuts across the grain of our electronic age. While every corner of our global village rushes toward a future of uniformity and familiarity, the Jaramillos take us into a proud past, into a distinctive heritage little known outside New Mexico. Every aspect of the experience—the food, the mood, the setting, and the people—contributes harmoniously to a sense of timeless enchantment.
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1910. Brothers Hermenegildo and Epifanio (right) Jaramillo, Arturo’s grandfather and great-uncle, built the twin haciendas that now house the restaurant and the Hacienda de Chimayó inn.



Today we often use the word “surprise” to describe something unpleasant and regularly apply “unique” to the ordinary. Not at Rancho de Chimayó. It remains a genuinely exceptional place and it retains the power to delight. That’s why we never forget.

The Vision

Arturo Jaramillo grew up in Chimayó in his grandparents’ home, now converted to Restaurante Rancho de Chimayó. When he was a child in the 1930s and 1940s, the town was solidly rooted in its Spanish colonial past. The way of life was similar to what it had been for two centuries, not yet heavily influenced by automobiles, radios, and other twentieth-century changes.
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Arturo visiting then-Congressman Manuel Lujan (later a Cabinet Secretary) in Washington, DC, just before the restaurant’s 1965 opening. Arturo was an advisor on water and small-farm issues to the secretary of agriculture.



Economic self-sufficiency had begun to give way to a cash economy, but every family continued to farm their land and raise most of their own food. Arturo’s grandfather Hermenegildo Martinez y Jaramillo (fondly known as H.M.) grew acres of chile, lots of corn and wheat, and some melons, carrots, and tomatoes. He maintained a fruit orchard, producing apples primarily, and a number of sheep, milk cows, pigs, and chickens. After the fall harvest he worked as a carpenter, specializing in pitched roofs. The family of eight had four looms that kept them busy during the cold winters weaving wool cloth and blankets.

Despite the hardships of his Depression-era youth, Arturo loved the Chimayó of this period. He recalls the community as “rural, open, and neighborly,” bound closely together by family ties, a strong common religion, economic interdependence, and a long, treasured heritage of Spanish colonial traditions.

It was the spirit and values of this time and place that Arturo and Florence set out to preserve at Rancho de Chimayó. The couple met after Arturo left New Mexico to serve in the navy during the Korean War. French Canadian by ancestry, Florence was living in Connecticut, where the newlyweds settled originally. They visited Chimayó regularly, and she soon came to share Arturo’s attachment to the town and its culture.

Over the years the Jaramillos became increasingly disturbed by the changes they saw happening in the historic community. Financial and social pressures of many kinds were undermining the old ways. Living in the East, they were familiar with colonial preservation efforts in places such as Williamsburg, Virginia, and Sturbridge, Massachusetts. By the early 1960s they decided Chimayó needed a similar project, and they moved to New Mexico with Laura—just a toddler at the time—to initiate it.
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Arturo’s childhood home seemed the perfect spot. When his grandfather died in 1959, the Jaramillos had inherited a sixth of the eighteen-acre rancho. The other heirs didn’t want the property for themselves and were happy to sell their interests to Arturo and Florence on generous terms.

The Jaramillos had a visionary plan for the house and land, as ambitious as any undertaking in Chimayó since the construction of the town’s fortified plaza in the eighteenth century. They intended to use the old plaza as a model for a reconstructed colonial village, a living museum that would display authentic artifacts of the New Mexico heritage. The blueprints included a chapel, gristmills, farm implements, a twelve-room lodge in the style of Spanish frontier homes, and a dining room serving the New Mexican dishes of Arturo’s youth.

The concept was too bold for bankers, though one institution finally agreed to finance the refurbishing of the ancestral house for the restaurant portion of the plan. Arturo and Florence accepted the offer as a good beginning on their project and later found they could accomplish their goals through the restaurant and a kindred inn. Before this realization, they discovered another important fact: opening and operating the kind of restaurant they wanted was a monumental mission in itself.

The Twin Haciendas

In retrospect, the decision to convert the grandparents’ home to a restaurant was clearly a stroke of genius. In the early stages, though, the implementation of the idea seemed more likely to cause another kind of stroke.
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The first task was restoring the aged adobe hacienda, somewhat neglected after being unoccupied for several years. H. M. Jaramillo had built the house around 1890 in the same manner that his father and grandfather used in previous generations. He made adobe bricks on the property, bonding them together with mud plaster for thick, sturdy walls. With help from neighbors he hoisted huge pine logs above the walls for roof beams, or vigas, forming a flat surface that was layered with packed earth, like the floors inside.

Originally the home had three rooms, a kitchen with a wood stove and corner fireplace, a bedroom with another fireplace, and a sala, or salon. In the next couple of decades the Jaramillos added three other rooms, wood floors, and a pitched tin roof. When Arturo was a child, there were two bedrooms with fireplaces, a kitchen, a pantry, a workroom for tasks such as stringing chiles and weaving, and a sala that was cleaned weekly but just used on special occasions a few days a year. The kitchen served as the main living and dining area. The family usually went to bed at nightfall, lighting the kerosene lamps only to do homework or other important jobs.
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USDA photo, 1939. A typical kitchen during the 1930’s. Here the woman is roasting the famous chile grown in the area.



When Arturo and Florence acquired the house in 1963, they were determined to maintain its historic character. To make it into a restaurant, though, they had to bring in electricity, modern plumbing, and gas heating, none easy to introduce in a structure of solid adobe. They also had to replace many of the old floorboards, buckled with age, repair serious cracks in the ceiling, replaster the walls, add a portal for extra dining space, and move some major fixtures. They decorated the interior with family heirlooms and portraits and filled the deep windowsills with potted geraniums and begonias, just as Arturo’s grandmother had done. Levi Jaramillo, a family member and noted craftsman, made the tables and chairs using much of the discarded old wood.

The refurbishing took two years, but Arturo and Florence preserved the venerable hacienda for posterity and made it a memorial to the earthy architecture of the Spanish American frontier. In tribute to H. M. Jaramillo they adopted his initials as the logo of Rancho de Chimayó, enlarging the J, placing it in the center, and bordering the letters with the outline of a New Mexico map.

[image: art]

Most people would have rested on their laurels after such a massive restoration effort. Not the Jaramillos. Two decades later they repeated the process on the home directly across the street from the Restaurante, converting it into a bed-and-breakfast inn, the Hacienda Rancho de Chimayó, which celebrated its thirtieth anniversary in 2014.


The projects were similar because the houses were originally identical, built at the same time by the same people. H. M. Jaramillo and his brother Epifanio worked together on the two places, located on adjoining plots of family land. The two men married sisters and moved them into matching homes.

Again the refurbishing was painstaking in its attention to authenticity, though it encompassed such modern conveniences as private bathrooms and ceiling fans. The Jaramillos plastered the walls with the traditional mixture of clay, straw, and wood ash used a century earlier. The old tin roof was rusted beyond repair, but they duplicated the rust color in the new metal covering. In the three guest rooms added to the four already in the house, the adobe walls were made as wide as the originals, though that thickness was no longer needed for insulation and increased the construction costs considerably.

In this restoration Arturo and Florence had some extra assistance. Laura returned home after graduation from Trinity University in San Antonio to contribute both manual labor and her special design talents. She decorated each room individually, carefully selecting period antiques and reproductions to create charming Victorian country milieus. After completing the project, she decided to stay for a few years longer and apply her business training to the management of the family enterprises, turning her back on options for a banking career in Texas.

Together the Jaramillos made the Hacienda Rancho de Chimayó as wonderful as the Restaurante Rancho de Chimayó. It’s one of the coziest and most compelling places to stay in New Mexico and just as affordable as the food across the street. The two establishments are natural twins, historic haciendas fulfilling a noble vision and helping to preserve a distinctive way of life.

Struggles and Successes

The Restaurante Rancho de Chimayó was a daring venture when it opened in the fall of 1965. People throughout northern New Mexico admired the concept, but few thought it would work. Bankers, government agencies, and suppliers all refused to do business with the fledgling company.
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USDA photo, 1939. General merchandise store owner and operator and postmaster of nearby Cordova beside part of his food stock. Electricity was not available in this subsistence-agriculture community, so a large stock of candles is to be seen.



The location was the main concern. Set in a secluded rural area well off a major highway, the restaurant required customers to go out of their way to eat—not a popular prospect in the heyday of TV dinners. Santa Fe represented the closest concentration of potential clients, and it was more than a half hour away. Chimayó’s reputation was religious rather than culinary, and its visitors were more likely to be fasting than feasting.

The food also presented a challenge to many prospective guests. The Jaramillos served meals like those Arturo had as a child, using old family recipes. Many Hispanic New Mexicans cooked in a similar fashion at home, but few people considered it a respectable style for restaurant fare. Even in Santa Fe and Albuquerque at the time, the closest most restaurants came to native cooking was the same kind of “Mexican” food that could also be found in Dallas and Los Angeles, derived primarily from northern Mexico.

Rancho de Chimayó proudly offered “New Mexican” meals based on local preparations and ingredients. As they would do at home, the restaurant cooks used chile in virtually every entree, making them much spicier than Mexican dishes. They also served specialties of the area—carne adovada, posole, sopaipillas, and more—that were unfamiliar to many non-Hispanic guests. Craig Claiborne, then the food critic of the New York Times, was among the early diners stunned by the differences. Raving about the New Mexican items, which he called the best “Mexican” fare in the area, he pronounced the menu extraordinary and “imaginative.”

Today such a review for a new restaurant might clog the phone lines with reservations. When the article appeared in December 1965, though, hardly anyone outside New York—including the Jaramillos—read the Times or knew Claiborne’s name. After the governor of New Mexico happened across the story and gave the Jaramillos a copy, they had to contact friends in the East to find out who the writer was. All they could remember was an urbane tourist asking a lot of questions about the food.



[image: art]

The original mimeographed 1965 menu.
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1897. Venceslao Jaramillo, taken when he worked for the Office of the Territorial Governor Miguel A. Otero. The uniform, in parade-ground style, is one of the New Mexico militia, a semi-permanent unit in which Venceslao held the rank of colonel. The picture, an original of the collection of the Rancho de Chimayó, is also present in Romance of a Village Girl, written by Cleofas M. Jaramillo.



Claiborne didn’t lure crowds to the restaurant, and neither did anything else at first. For several years business was erratic and the bottom line bled. Florence had to take outside jobs—sometimes two at a time—to support the family and often the restaurant too. At times her paychecks went into the pockets of employees, who remained unfailingly loyal despite many slow months and occasional late wages.

The lack of customers once led to an incident that helped consolidate local support for the Restaurante, important to its eventual success. US Department of Agriculture officials were scheduled to come for lunch, to discuss the possibility of government assistance. The Jaramillos wanted to give an impression of success but didn’t have any other reservations. They invited dozens of relatives and friends for a free lunch and then fed them cheerfully after the officials canceled at the last minute. Though the cost of the meal seemed like another serious setback, it bought a great deal of goodwill in the community.

It took ten years to get restaurant suppliers to deliver to Chimayó, so Florence had to handle much of the grocery shopping. Arturo grew some of the produce in the early years and purchased as much as possible from local farmers, but most crops were still in the field during Rancho de Chimayó’s busiest season, the summer, and weren’t harvested until business dropped in the fall. Dan Jaramillo, Arturo’s nephew and now a distinguished historian and preservationist, remembers spending hours as a student employee unloading Florence’s car, brimming with provisions after a shopping expedition to Santa Fe.

Eventually suppliers came to Chimayó, and so did customers. A glowing review in New Mexico Magazine in 1970 was an early turning point, helping to establish a solid regional reputation. National recognition took a little longer but was emerging as early as 1971, when the Time-Life series Foods of the World featured the restaurant in American Cooking: The Great West. James Beard, the noted authority on American regional cuisines, was the consultant for the book, which became the definitive guide of the decade for food editors and chefs.

By 1980 Bon Appétit columnists Jeff and Jinx Morgan were praying in print that they could convince their family to substitute a Chimayó Christmas dinner for what they called the traditional “turkey trot.” Scores of other writers added their plaudits, everyone from Mimi Sheraton, Craig Claiborne’s successor, to the roving champions of down-home American cooking, Jane and Michael Stern. In their popular book Goodfood, the Sterns described a Rancho de Chimayó meal as “a stunning spectrum of subtle and loud flavors.” The electronic media joined the bandwagon later in the 1980s, when the Public Broadcasting Service highlighted the restaurant in its distinguished documentary Great Chefs of the Southwest.

The restaurant industry bestowed honors as well. Colleagues elected Florence to the National Restaurant Association board, making her the first New Mexican member of that body. They also named her the 1987 New Mexico Restaurateur of the Year and two decades later honored her with the prestigious title of national Diplomat, recognition seldom given to an independent restaurant owner. In 1988 a respected trade journal, Nation’s Restaurant News, inducted Rancho de Chimayó into its eighty-member Fine Dining Hall of Fame, placing it alongside other acclaimed establishments from Lutèce in New York to Chez Panisse in Berkeley.



[image: art]

Late 1800s. Arturo’s Grandpa Hermenegildo’s wedding portrait.



Despite this string of successes, in 2008 and 2009 Rancho de Chimayó experienced a severe crisis. Early in the morning of July 10, 2008, a longtime neighbor, Mr. Vigil, called and awoke Florence with the news that the restaurant was on fire. Florence arrived promptly with her great-nephew David Merritt to find the kitchen engulfed in flames.

David and other members of the Chimayó Volunteer Fire Department, along with help from the volunteer fire departments of La Puebla, Truchas, Ojo Sarco, Eldorado, and Pojoaque, battled the blaze for eight terrifying hours. Each firefighter struggled as if defending his own home, in many cases because either he or a family member had worked at the restaurant. The kitchen suffered terrible damage, but worse problems arose when the adobe walls began to collapse under the water pressure from the fire hoses.

Florence, never having backed down from a challenge, would not concede defeat. She immediately set out to do whatever it would take to reopen, a task that dragged on for an unanticipated fifteen months. During the repairs, many of the staff changed jobs but didn’t lose one. Former cooks, waitpersons, bartenders, dishwashers, and hosts became construction crew hands, painters, gardeners, and any other kind of worker needed to complete the refurbishment.

On September 26, 2009, the restaurant was back in business. As you drove up, it looked just as it used to, with the façade and interior restored to historic preservation standards. When you peered more closely, however, you found a modernized kitchen, a charming new gift shop, and upgraded plumbing and wiring. As you walk around today, it’s almost impossible to tell the old from the new.
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Florence Jaramillo (right) with kitchen manager Janet Malcolm.



Arturo and Florence together turned a back-roads hacienda into one of the most cherished restaurants in the United States, and Florence brought it back to life after the devastating fire. Their concept from the beginning was resolutely local in inspiration but grand in vision. Hoping to preserve the Spanish American heritage of a small, isolated town, the Jaramillos persevered against enormous obstacles to make Rancho de Chimayó a national treasure. Nobody will forget it.
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AMERICA’S SPANISH HERITAGE

The first Spanish colonists in New Mexico settled a few miles west of Rancho de Chimayó in the fertile Rio Grande Valley near the Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo and present-day Española. Though it’s a short drive now from the restaurant to the site of the village, it’s a long, dramatic journey back in time. Spanish colonization in the United States is an epic frontier saga, too long ignored in the traditional textbooks, but basic to both a full appreciation of the American experience and an understanding of the way of life at Rancho de Chimayó.

The original settlers arrived in 1598, a year when the Pilgrim “Fathers” of Massachusetts were still children and a decade before the English founded Jamestown, Virginia. They moved to the edges of the known world, extending the boundaries of the Spanish empire in the Americas to a remote, isolated territory that was a six-month journey from Mexico City, the capital of New Spain.

Spanish conquistadores and clerics had explored the region earlier. Two score years after Christopher Columbus raised the banner of the Spanish crown in the New World, and just a generation after Hernando Cortés subdued the Aztec empire in central Mexico, an adventuresome Franciscan friar led a small expedition into New Mexico in search of the legendary seven cities of gold. From a safe distance away, Fray Marcos de Niza saw a Pueblo Indian mud village reflected in the intense southwestern sun and deceived himself into thinking that it was one of the world’s most prodigal places.

In 1540 the royal viceroy in Mexico City sent an army under the command of Francisco Vásquez de Coronado to occupy the mythical cities. Coronado’s knights in medieval armor were the first Europeans to see the Grand Canyon, the Continental Divide, and the vast American plains, but they failed to find gold, claiming far more land for Spain than mineral riches. Their most important discovery, at least in the eyes of the crown and the Church, was thousands of Puebloan souls to save.
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Early 20th century. Martinez family cousins.



Coronado’s expedition encountered dozens of Indian pueblos, or villages, concentrated most heavily in the Rio Grande Valley of northern New Mexico. None of the communities rivaled the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán in grandeur, but they impressed the conquistadores in many ways. The Spaniards admired the sturdy adobe architecture, the skilled craftsmanship of the pottery and the weaving, the agricultural system that seemed to produce a bounty of corn, beans, squash, cotton, and tobacco. Again and again the troops commented that the Puebloans wore clothes and shoes, as if that particularly qualified them for Christianization.


Religion was the immediate dividing line between the two peoples and would remain so for many years. The Puebloans were as devout as the Spanish, but not in a way that a Castilian Catholic of that age could appreciate. When New Spain sent settlers to the distant region in 1598, the official purpose was the conversion and salvation of the Indians.

That mission dominated much of seventeenth-century New Mexico life. The early colonists still had lingering dreams of gold and silver, but those hopes faded in the first decade, a period of mistakes, hardships, and defections. The king of Spain was ready to abandon the province until some overly optimistic Franciscans claimed they were making significant progress with the Puebloans. The friars convinced the king to maintain the colony, and he ordered a new beginning at a new capital, which led to the founding of Santa Fe in 1610.
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Some historians call the next seventy years the Great Missionary Era. Some 250 Franciscans toiled among the Puebloans in that period, and the Spanish monarchy spent as much as $20 million total in today’s currency on churches, salaries, and other support costs. The crown made money in southern New Spain—now Mexico—but the cash flowed the other way on the northern frontier.

Though the intent of the crusade was humanitarian, the Puebloans didn’t view it that way. They had to provide the labor that sustained the missionary effort, erecting huge adobe churches, attending to the personal needs of the friars, even serving as fiscales, officers who assured the compulsory attendance of villagers at an endless round of religious services.

These demands on their time, coupled with tributes due to the civil authorities, angered the Puebloans, but not as much as another Spanish requirement. The Franciscans felt—quite rationally from their point of view—that persons adopting Christianity should give up their former beliefs. The polytheistic Puebloans took a different attitude, equally reasonable to them, that the acceptance of new gods in no way discredited the old. They were happy to become Catholics as long as they could continue to practice their naturalistic religion as well. That was blatant heresy to Spaniards in the age of the Inquisition.

This conflict, aggravated by a severe drought and widespread famine, ultimately led to the Pueblo Revolt of 1680. The various Indian villages formed a rare alliance and drove the colonists from New Mexico for a dozen years. It was the most damaging rout the Spanish empire suffered in the Americas, inflicted by some of the least martial people in New Spain.

The revolt permanently altered colonial life in New Mexico. When the Spaniards returned from exile in 1692–93, their focus shifted away from missionary activities toward a broader effort at establishing a permanent base along the Rio Grande. The Franciscans continued to work among the Puebloans for another century, but the Indians learned to be more secretive about their religion—a practice they still continue—and the friars learned to look the other way. In secular realms the two peoples began to live in independent harmony, drawn together increasingly by trade and mutual defense against raiding parties of Plains Indians.

Though the colony had always supported itself agriculturally, the cultivation of the land became more important than the cultivation of Christian souls. A different breed of new settlers came to the territory, people of the soil whose forebears were farmers and herders in Spain. Many of them were Españoles-Mexicanos, Spaniards who had been residing in Mexico City and its environs. Some were recent arrivals from the mother country, and others were Creoles, pure Spaniards born in the New World. Among them were José Jaramillo Negrete, his wife Maria de Sotomayor, and their son Roque, the direct ancestors of the current Jaramillos of Chimayó.

Land, Water, and Bread

Roque Jaramillo and many of the Españoles-Mexicanos settled a full day’s journey north of Santa Fe in the high valleys between the Jemez Mountains and the snowy peaks of the Sangre de Cristo. The awesome surroundings were sacred to the Puebloans, who attributed spiritual qualities to the land and all of nature. The new colonists didn’t share that sense of the soil, but land meant much more to them than simple real estate. It was a source of life, a sustaining and enriching core of their existence, and its availability was a major lure of New Mexico for them.

The vast majority of individual holdings after 1700 were small farmsteads called ranchos, just adequate in size to support an extended family. In addition to this acreage, everyone had access to common lands for grazing sheep and goats. The paisanos, or country people, who spread gradually throughout northern New Mexico in the eighteenth century were hardworking, self-sufficient pioneers, much closer to Thomas Jefferson’s agrarian ideal than his fellow Virginia planters.
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Late 1800s. Victor Ortega’s mercantile store on Chimayó’s Plaza. Ortega was the father of Grandpa Hermenegildo’s first wife.



Water was a perennial problem in the semiarid climate, a resource as vital and nurturing as the land. The settlers brought irrigation practices from Spain, similar to the ditch technology some of the Puebloans were already using. They dammed rivers and mountain streams and, with crude handmade tools, dug networks of acequias, ditches to divert water to their fields during the growing season.

The construction, maintenance, and use of the irrigation ditches was a complex communal responsibility. Farmers on the same system chose a mayordomo de acequia from among themselves to oversee a variety of regular joint tasks, such as dam repairs, annual cleaning of the ditches, and blessings of the water by local santos, images of saints.

Neighboring families worked together on many other tasks as well, including the building of homes. New Mexicans had no access to milled lumber until late in the nineteenth century, so they used age-old materials at hand for their houses. They literally lived in the earth, erecting walls of rock-hard adobe blocks made from mud dried in the sun. Their land provided the clay, sand, and straw they needed for the adobe, and it produced shelters that were durable, fire resistant, impervious to arrows, and well insulated against the cold of the winters and the heat of the summers.

The colonists finished the walls, inside and out, with a heavy coat of mud plaster. It was applied by hand, usually by the women, and had to be renewed annually to keep wind and water from eroding the joints between the abobe blocks. The resulting surface was soft and undulating, organic in line and texture.

Men and their burros went to the mountains to get the pine logs used for the vigas, or roof beams. Working together in groups, they hoisted the beams over the walls with ropes, creating a flat roof that was layered with adobe up to a foot thick. The floor inside was also of packed earth, sprinkled with water when it was swept.

Most families lived, cooked, and slept in the same room, which always had a corner fireplace that provided the only heating and usually the only lighting in the evening. When sons got married, they frequently added rooms for their families to the original home, producing compounds that sprawled across the property, sometimes around an enclosed central courtyard. Doors opened to the outside, but seldom into other rooms of the house. For warmth and security both, windows were small, set high in the walls, and heavily shuttered.

Only a few rich officials and hidalgos could afford to bring furnishings or even eating utensils up to the colony on the long trek from Mexico City. Paisanos in New Mexico slept on woolsacks or sheep pelts, wrapped in a locally woven blanket. They didn’t have chairs, so they ate at simple hand-hewn tables low to the ground. Their most prized possessions usually were carved chests, used for storage, and trasteros, or cupboards, which held food, pottery ware, and spoons made of wood or gourds.

The colonists raised most of their own food. They grew the Puebloan staples of corn, beans, and squash, plus chiles, wheat, orchard fruits, grapes, and melons, all brought in by early settlers. The harvest was dried in the fall, preserving it for consumption during the year ahead. After the produce was stored, toward the approach of Christmas, a few domesticated animals were slaughtered. Their meat was dried into jerky strips that were usually pulverized and boiled before being eaten. Since markets were months away, the only imported food products were items that would keep indefinitely, such as coffee, sugar, chocolate, and spices.
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Mike Jaramillo, half-brother of Grandpa Hermenegildo Jaramillo, and family.



Sheep were the most important domesticated animals, both for mutton and for wool. Goats provided some meat as well as milk and cheese. The typical farmer supplemented the family diet with wild game and fish but wasn’t a great hunter. Few people owned firearms, and most had to rely instead on traps and the bow and arrow.

Women cooked food in the same fireplace used for heating, or outdoors in barbecue pits or beehive-shaped adobe ovens. Some communities had water-powered mills for grinding grain, but many housewives ground their corn on a metate, a stone slab, rubbing it with a smaller stone called a mano. The cornmeal was used primarily for tortillas, which were served in various ways at most meals. Frequently the tortilla, like medieval trencher bread, was the plate as well as the fare, just dunked into a pot of beans or wrapped around bits of meat flavored with chile.

Such simple meals were common in the colonial period, but the cooking was more elaborate on major occasions. Food played a central role in all community events, from weddings to wakes. A number of times each year neighbors pooled their resources and the women prepared special dishes, ones that evolved over the years into the regional specialties served at Rancho de Chimayó today. Life was meager on the frontier in many ways, but as long as the pioneers had land, water, and their daily bread, they had ample reason to celebrate.

Memorable Moments of Life

The celebrations in a colonist’s life began with birth. New Mexicans viewed baptism as both a critical Christian ritual and a joyous occasion for a fiesta. The sacrament itself cleansed the infant of original sin—essential in case of early death—and the ceremonies surrounding it linked the child to the community.

Padrinos, godparents, played an important role in baptism and the rest of a person’s life. Parents selected them at birth, and they became the spiritual elders of the child, a second set of parents in effect and the ones who took over primary care if the natural mother and father died. It was an honor to serve as a padrino, and some of the most affluent, respected couples had a dozen or more ahijados, or godchildren.
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1930. Arturo’s mother, Laura Leonardita Jaramillo.



The padrinos often made the infant’s baptismal robe—a long, lacy gown of white cotton—and they always took the child to the priest for the sacrament. When they returned from the church, they recited a formal verse to the parents, declaring the child blessed. The parents repeated the verse, sealing a special bond with the padrinos, who now became their cherished compadres, or co-parents, for life.
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