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This work had its beginnings, unbeknown to me, when I was a child playing in the acequias in Cañoncito and seeing my parents grow so much food, from chile and corn to an array of sweet cherries, apricots, and other fruits. Then for a while they blurred from my vision during my time in college; when I came back from my fellowship at the Washington Journalism Center and started to work with the Living Lab program for HELP (Home Education Livelihood Program) in Peñasco, acequias were once again front and center. It was there that I was introduced to oral history, working with Facundo Valdez and Dr. Tomás Atencio, who at that time were instrumental in beginning La Academia de la Nueva Raza. Though I was working under Facundo, a lot of the work I did was in helping to start the Academia archives with Tomás. Little did I know this was going to be my life’s work. Along the way I met many people throughout the villages of northern New Mexico, and nothing was more important than land and water, the land grants and acequias. Along the way I met the Reverend Antonio Medina, and today I still continue working with him through the New Mexico Acequia Association, especially since our trip in 1998 under the auspices of the Ford Foundation with Dr. Walter Coward, who helped us with a grant to take nineteen New Mexicans to visit Spain for three weeks. There we saw the acequias from a different perspective and experienced a different type of artisan agriculture, one I was unfamiliar with. All of this added fuel, bringing me to eventually one day write a book about acequias and similar community water systems.

In Spain I realized that that country had a long history with acequias, all part of our history in New Mexico. Then, during my tenure with the Oñate Center in Alcalde, one of the first workshops dealt with acequias. While there we had many events dealing with acequias and land grants; 1998 was a watershed year since it was the Cuarto Centenario of Spanish settlement in New Mexico and the 150th anniversary of the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo (thanks, Celina Garcia, Joyce Guerin, and Liddie Martinez). These historic events opened the door, through the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro, to visiting most of Mexico. There I met people who later became important in doing this work, among them Dr. José Rivera, and I again reconnected with Dr. Enrique Lamadrid when we worked on a children’s book on acequias for the University of New Mexico Press. Rivera then introduced me to Dr. Tomás Martinez Saldaña from the Colegio Postgraduado in Texcoco, Mexico, and also Dr. Thomas Glick from Boston University and Dr. Luis Pablo Martinez from Murcia, all of whom have been very instrumental in completing this work. Dr. Gary Nabhan has also been a great resource and friend. Thanks also to Mylene d’Auriol for her wonderful photographs of Peru. Also Donatella Davanzo and Ellen Fowler.

I am not a historian, though I am a student of history, so this work is more in keeping with my vocation as a journalist, trying to tell a story of the common men and women who work the land, unnoticed and unrecognized—the faceless humans who have created civilizations, never asking for anything in return. Among them have been the hundreds of acequia mayordomos, commissioners, and parciantes who have toiled in obscurity, maintaining these grand systems that provide water to feed their villages, whether in New Mexico, Mexico, Spain, the Middle East, Asia, or anywhere in the arid world where people depend on these systems to survive.

Of course this work could never have been completed without the help of my wife, Elena, who has always been there for me, and my sons, Javier and Carlos, and daughter, Única. I also want to thank the Christensen Fund for their financial support through the Lore of the Land (thank you Suzanne Jamison, a true friend since the days at NMSU, and Jack Loeffler) and the New Mexico Acequia Association (gracias Paula Garcia, Janice Varela, and the rest of the staff). And of course there are many others; you know who you are, but due to space limitations, I can’t list all the names.
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Canova de Trampas. Photograph by the author.
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THE



WISDOM



OF THE



LAND

La tierra dirije al agua, y el agua guia la tierra.

The way the Indo-hispano looks at the land can be found in documents from cultures from the Middle East, Spain, the Mediterranean, and Mesoamerica. Among those documents are the Siete Partidas, the Ordenanzas of 1573, the Laws of the Indies, and the Plan of Pitic.



Introduction
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MIS MEMORIAS, RECUERDOS

El olor a humedad y frescura,

el agua repleta de vida . . .

el reflejo y las sombras . . .

todo alrededor cambiaba . . .

y pensar que a unos pasos el desierto y la arena . . .

ardiente y seco contrastaba con la apacible acequia

que esperaba.

—ANONIMA

The humid smell and freshness,

the water full of life . . .

reflection and shadows . . .

everything changes . . .

and to think a few steps away desert and sand . . .

burning and dry contrasting with the peaceful acequia

that waited.

—ANONYMOUS

MIS PRIMEROS NUEVE MESES LA pase en la barriga de mi madre, sin pena ninguna siendo que la pasé nadando en el agua, y cuando vine al mundo nací como 200 yardas del río Embudo en la resolana de los barrancos blancos, que saltan del remance de la sirena cerca la Bolsa, unos pasos del río Grande en el lugar de la oscurana cerca la Junta de los ríos. Todavía vivo en el mismo lugar que durante la tardeada los dos cerros hacía el poniente parecen dos cenos de una joven, viendose por entre las cortinas de las ojos del arbol de albaricoque, en una postura de yoga, donde solos los cenos saltan.
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Desagüe, Embudo. Photograph by the author.


THE CHANGING LANDSCAPE
OF COMMUNITY AND WATER

This work, whatever it might be, is a writing experiment, incorporating (1) research—archival, oral history, genealogy, and personal history; (2) travel experiences—throughout the Río Arriba bioregion; Mexico, from Juarez to Chiapas; and Spain, from the Basque Country to Andalusia; and (3) practical experience, since I was born into a family that always lived off the land and we have continued that tradition with the creation of our own experimental space in a harsh high-desert environment, a combination experimental farm and recreational site that I call my almunyah, from the classic Arabic word meaning desire. This space is what anchors me to the land, a land where water is the most valued resource. Few people have learned to use water as wisely as those who rely on the acequias, open-air water canals common throughout the arid world; these people have developed a philosophy of sharing water that applies globally. To understand one acequia, the acequia that provides our food, our water, life itself, we must go back in history and around the globe in order to understand how it works.

“In this book,” Roberto J. Gonzalez wrote in Zapotec Science: Farming and Food in the Northern Sierra of Oaxaca, “I attempt to combine both local and global approaches by maintaining a strong focus on one village while exploring global events through history and prehistory. In other words, I have tried to view global changes from a local vantage point.” I will do the same. Whereas he focused on Talea in the region of Rincón in the Sierra Juarez in the Mexican state of Oaxaca, my focus will be on the Acequia Junta y Ciénaga within the land grant of Embudo in New Mexico, part of the Embudo watershed, where the Sierra Jicarita reigns as queen. This will be for the understanding of place, or in Spanish, querencia, love of place.

Acequias are what give us a sense of place, and the water becomes the blood that brings communities together, that separates the commons from the suertes, a land division introduced by the Spanish Crown, while at the same time uniting and making the land grant landscape one. But the acequias were not built for modern-day watercolorists to paint; they were a necessity for survival, for without the acequia water there would be no food.

My journey to reconfigure my space began in 1987 when my only daughter, Única Paloma Lucía, was born on a beautiful April 10 afternoon. My attempt here, as in my hectare, is to create a collage with words and photos, based on my memory and the memory of the land that has molded me, showing what it is to live in a rural space in northern New Mexico inhabited by ghosts and memories of my ancestors for centuries. Every time I step outside I’m in communion with those who worked the land before me. I am reminded of their presence by all the pottery shards found throughout and by the whistling of wind as if they are playing a flute: al pasar el cementerio me chifló tu calavera (as I passed by the cemetery your skeleton whistled). For the landscape carries the memory of those who came before me, those who also understood that you cannot separate water from community.

It’s my family’s odyssey, but more than that it’s a person’s journey in search of querencia, of breathing and living querencia, of defining querencia, both with words and with pick and shovel, with poetry and by planting trees. Querencia, “place”: love of place, that sense of place defined by the texture of biting into a recently plucked green chile, the smell of tortillas cooking over a piñon fire on my grandmother’s old wooden stove, the color of a ripe tomato waiting to be sliced. Terroir, the French call it; to us it’s querencia. From the town of Arellano in the Basque region of Navarra, to Aguas Calientes in central Mexico, to Embudo, my ancestors crossed the ocean and traversed the hot desert terrain of the Jornada del Muerto along the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro—the road of water, one might say—for me to arrive at La Junta de los Ríos, the juncture of the Río de Picurís, now the Río Embudo, where I have come to anchor my bones, where I have found my querencia. As humans we are at a juncture—la junta—where we can survive sustainably or destroy Mother Earth due to humanity’s greed, all in the name of God.

But la junta also has a different meaning, the gathering or coming together, the same as an embudo is also a funnel, where everything is gathered before it embarks on its journey; in a sense embudo and junta are one and the same, for before water goes through a funnel it has to come together. It is here that I have come to learn the secrets of the ancient acequias, but especially one, the Acequia Junta y Ciénaga, or the “ditch of the juncture and marshland,” which quenches the thirst of my land, my plants, my trees, my animals, and my family.

Long, long ago, in the kitchen of the late Demostenes Griego—a descendent of the early Greeks who came to northern New Mexico and because of their unpronounceable last names were referred to generically as Griegos, the Spanish word for Greeks—when I was about nine years old in the midfifties of the last century, I remember my dad and his vecinos (settlers/neighbors) smoking home-rolled Prince Albert cigarettes while they discussed acequia business. Then, during the day, I remember going swimming in Cañoncito in the Acequia del Medio that ran through the center of Arellano land (which I later learned was actually Martinez land) with my cousin Anita, who was three years older than me. By this time we had moved to La Junta, about five miles west. It seems like I was born in the acequia, because ever since I can remember, the acequia has been part of my life, and the older I’ve gotten the more entrenched it’s gotten into my blood. It is a memory of a certain landscape that invades my dreams, tortures me when I am awake, knowing that in a generation or two this landscape will be a thing of the past. Today I continue this journey in search of the story of the acequias, trying to understand water in the context of an old system based on community and to retell that story to a new generation. For a long time, like a lot of nuevomexicanos, I thought we were the only ones who had acequias. But I have come to find out that the type of irrigation provided by acequias might have originated in the Bronze Age civilization of the Indus Valley. But at almost the same time, though maybe a little later, the indigenous people of what is now Peru and the southwestern United States and other desert people were irrigating their crops using the same type of system, though under a different name. The Pueblo Indians of Ohkay Owingeh (Village of the Strong People)—which was renamed San Juan de los Caballeros under the Spanish Crown in 1598 and only recently returned to its original name—called this type of irrigation by canal kwi onu, kwi on.

But I am also interested in finding out how these acequias are tied to the land, the land our ancestors called mercedes, or land grants. A merced is a gift, but the gifts I am after are the gems of wisdom imparted by learning from the land—what we called in La Academia de la Nueva Raza el oro del pueblo—and the knowledge revealed by the water as it meanders from one bank of the acequia to the other, creating its own journey, in search of that sacred knowledge we all aspire to find.

I remember as a young kid going from Cañoncito, where we lived until I was seven years old, to Ojo Sarco, where my dad’s youngest sister, Merced, used to live, and how on our way back through the Cañada del Oso my dad would say, “Todo ésto le pertenece a la mercé” (All this belongs to the merced, to the grant). I thought he meant it belonged to my aunt, and I would say to myself, “My tía Merced sure has a lot of land.”

On our way to Ojo and on our way back, or when we would go for wood, we would always stop for a drink from Ojo del Oso, Bear Spring. There would be tracks of deer, coyotes, and an occasional bear. The spring had the most crystalline and pure water I have ever tasted. One could count the grains of sand on the bottom of the chupadero. A chupadero is a small bowl made by hand to gather water so one can drink from it. When water gathers in basalt eroded by nature, the rock formation is known as a tinaja, or bowl. Now this type of traditional knowledge is a forgotten nugget of gold. People can be stepping on top of an unclean chupadero or next to a tinaja full of rainwater and die of thirst. This water is a lot better than the $1.80 bottled water the local store imports from Tuscany. It’s a cooperative that espouses sustainability, but still the water is imported from Italy! If people only knew about this springwater and rainwater, they wouldn’t waste their money.

As an adult I found out that this same cañada, or arroyo, was the eastern boundary of the Embudo land grant, granted to my ancestor Francisco Martín and two others in 1725. To me, then, a merced didn’t relate to my querencia, or sense of place, but to my wonderful aunt, who would always hug me and kiss me whenever she saw me. That was familia. And when she came to visit she would bring calabazas mexicanas, chicos, posole, whatever she had, as part of the convite, the sharing of food tradition that disappeared with the coming of supermarkets.
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La Jicarita. Photograph by the author.

Later, as I grew older, during the summers Aaron Griego, our Little League baseball coach, would take us up to the lakes under Truchas Peak, which form the easternmost part of the Embudo watershed; though at that time I wasn’t interested in learning about the watershed or water. We never took water on our seven-mile hike up to the lakes, for there was plenty of water running on the creek, populated by panzas coloradas, red-bellied native trout. The Rito de San Leandro could be heard gurgling a few feet beneath the trail going up. If we got thirsty we would make a cup with our hands to drink the cold, pure water from Laguna Escondida—today Hidden Lake—under Truchas Peak, for here water oozed from a spring under a rock sculpted with all the details and finesse of a Henry Moore sculpture, where the wildlife also gathered to quench their thirst. We always knew where to find water. My father would always tell me, if there’s sand, there’s water; the same if you see cottonwoods—there’s water, because they have shallow roots and they grow only where there’s water close to the surface. In the fall one can make a mental map of the places with water simply by noticing where the cottonwoods are growing as they turn from green to a golden yellow.

Therefore, this work in search of the acequia trails begins many centuries ago (hundreds of moons into the past), and not only in the Americas, for I am Apache and Pueblo, but also on the Iberian Peninsula, high in the Pyrenees Mountains; in the deserts of North Africa near the Holy Land and of the Arabian Peninsula in southern Yemen; and even farther east, in the Indus Valley, in present-day Afghanistan and Pakistan. I am told by those who know that I might also be Sephardic/Basque and Moorish. What a combination: an Apache-Basque and Arab-Jew, settled in Anasazi land, who speaks a language we call Spanish, although it is not Castilian (made up of one-third Arabic words), and more than a smattering of Nahuatl and a sprinkling of Hebrew and Latin.

Clarification: I am not Spanish; I consider myself New Mexican, for my father always said we were “mexicanos”; and I am not a Jew, nor am I a Moor, but I do think of myself as Chicano. Neither am I Basque, or Apache, or Picurís, but I am all of the above; I am Indo-hispano, whatever that might be. I was a global creature before globalization became a buzzword; I am a Heinz 57, a mestizo with my taste buds on several continents. I am a Chicano writer and a nuevomexicano, as the writer from Tierra Amarilla, Sabine Ulibarri (another Basque last name, I am told), would say. I have no trouble eating buñuelos, a Middle Eastern specialty, with chile and maíz from Mesoamerica and for dessert having arroz con leche from Morocco or capirotada, a Sephardic Lenten dessert. All while sipping a glass of Rioja wine with my dinner and an after-dinner drink of sotol or mescal, communicating in Spanglish with my family while I attempt to decipher a document on the feixes of Ibiza written in Catalán. I am a walking contradiction. This is me, this is my family; join me for a cruise around the block, or better yet, the manzana, which also means “apple” but here refers to a city block, or more precisely to 1.43 hectars. This cruise will take us across the globe and back to see how community and water survive as a divine right.

Water is not a commodity; it belongs to all living beings—humans, animals, and plants. I tend to follow the Law of Thirst, as it is known in Islam. My mother would say, “Para vos, para nos, y para los animalitos de Dios” (For them, for us, and for God’s little animals). One can’t find a better definition of the Law of Thirst. Water should not be sold for a profit.

My journey (that is, searching my roots) begins in the town of Arellano, Spain, near Estella, about eighty miles from Pamplona, the city made famous for the running of the bulls during the fiesta of San Fermín every July. The town itself is situated on a bluff, looking down on beautiful green fields known for their white asparagus, not too far from the Río de Oja, better known to wine connoisseurs as the Rioja. According to history, the town of Arellano came about in the mid-1300s, when a Sánchez Ramirez (he was given the land of Arellano and thus became the first Arellano) married the granddaughter of El Cid. Yes, El Cid, the killer of Moors! I am not claiming to be a direct descendent of El Cid, nor of Geronimo, though my father would always remind us that my great-great-grandmother María Albinita Maes de Martín (Martínez) was a full-blooded Apache who lived to be 105 years old. He said he met her only once, when my grandfather José Agustin Arellano sent him up to Trampas on horseback when he was about ten years old, on some errand that he didn’t remember. All he remembered was that she told him, “Ven pa’ca mi’jito, arrimate a ver a quien pareces” (Come here, my son, get close so I can touch you, to see who you favor), because she was already blind, and that she had cried as she touched his face, like a sculptor molding a face. She was the mother of my great-grandmother María de la Luz, whom Silas Salazar from Cuestecitas called “la mamá de los Arellanos,” the “mother of the Arellanos.” María de la Luz married José Ignacio Arellano from Bosque Grande, today known as Canova, across the Río Grande from present-day Velarde. Before the post office was established it was called La Joya (or Jolla), meaning “the jewel” but also “hallow,” because of its fertile lands. Previously the Arellanos had lived by La Villita near present-day Alcalde (La Soledad del Río Arriba); their property was by la capilla, “the little chapel.” Albinita was married to Juan Isidro Martín(ez). She was born around 1832, according to genealogy research. If my father was correct, since he was born in 1903 and it must have been 1913 when he went to Trampas, she must have been in her eighties at that time.

On the Martín side there is also Pueblo blood, I was told by Santa Fe genealogist José Esquibel when I asked him if the Martíns had Tlaxcaltecan blood in any way. That’s another part of the puzzle, which will be discussed later. He said he had found Tanoan blood in the Martíns. And “Gary Nabhan, himself with roots in Lebanon, has written that the Martíns” have Moorish blood: “Some of those refugees [from the Spanish Inquisition] had to conceal their surnames and their religious orientations from those who offered transport to the lands now known as Latin America. Some of them took code names for their apellidos [last names]—animal names such as León, Garza, Gallo, Martín, Ossa, Tigre, and Zorrillo—so that others of their kind could recognize them. Others simply shifted a few consonants in their surnames to obscure their origins.”

He goes on to say that many of these families, “Catholic on the outside, Jewish or Moslem on the inside, . . . fled as far from the Valley of Mexico as they could when the Inquisition finally followed them to their newfound land. They took refuge in the most remote regions of New Spain—present-day New Mexico, Nuevo León, Chihuahua, Sonora, and Coahuila—as well as in the more remote haunts of the Yucatán Peninsula. In that first wave of immigration from Iberia to Mexico, roughly one-third of all immigrants were originally from Andalusia, where Moslems and Jews had formerly lived in the greatest numbers.”

Henry Street of Ponderosa Winery told me during a visit to his place in 1998 that what today is the town of Jemez (for the Xemes tribe has been there for centuries) had been settled by a Martín(ez) who was an Arab. And looking at it from a historical perspective, who else would have risked their lives to cross the ocean if not the Sephardic Jews and the Moors, both groups having been expelled from Spain in 1492? Why would the Christians risk their lives, when they were to inherit the Moorish lands, though they knew very little about how to manage an acequia or what an alquería, the predecessor of a land grant, was? Little did they know of the hunger awaiting them for not knowing how to work the land that they inherited. Still, in 1998, in talking to an eighty-five-year-old stonemason near Chinchón, the town near Toledo in central Spain that smells of anise at all times, he said, “When the men left from here, never to return, the mothers cried to the day they died because they never knew if their sons had survived, if they had married, if they had children, grandkids that they never knew.” I had never seen the reverse side of the coin, but what agony and suffering it must have been for these parents, especially the mothers. Then in the same breath he uttered, “And there were also a lot of Indians who were brought here and never returned to the other side. There are still mestizos here.” Their mothers on this side of the ocean must have also gone to their grave wondering what happened to their sons.

For those of us New Mexicans who are Indo-hispano or mestizo, place, querencia, starts with don Juan Narrihonda Salazar de Oñate’s contract with Viceroy Luis Velasco, signed on September 21, 1595, in which Oñate agreed to follow the “Ordenanzas de descubrimientos, nueva población y pacificación de las Indias,” promulgated by King Felipe (Philip) II of Spain in 1573. From these ordinances came the Laws of the Indies of 1681; they have been called “probably the most effective planning document in the history of man-kind” and “the most influential body of urban law in human history” by Axel Mundigo and Cora Crouch in Spanish City Planning in North America. Also, keep in mind that because Oñate came from the Basque town of Oñati, which I had the privilege of visiting in 1997 and then in 1998 during New Mexico’s Cuarto Centenario, his signed contract was the first attempt at economic development, and in retrospect a very successful one, for this group of settlers. Led by the Tlaxcaltecas, these settlers helped lay out the vast acequia system still in use in the Río Arriba (Upper River) bioregion and also established the livestock industry, the fruit industry, and the chile industry—because with Oñate came the first chile seeds from Mesoamerica (though Baltazar Obregon in 1580 claimed to have brought chile seeds with him). I know Native Americans don’t like to hear about land grants, which they claim the Spanish stole from their ancestors, and I don’t blame them. It is true, because before the coming of the Spanish Crown everything belonged to them. I deeply sympathize with them, but they must also realize that after four hundred years they can’t continue calling us “Spanish,” because we are not that either; we are a mixture of many bloods—we are mestizos! And whether they like to admit it or not, we are brothers and sisters, for there are very few on either side of the aisle that don’t have either European or Native American blood. But sometimes scholars who are neither mestizo nor Native American continue attempting to drive a wedge between us so that they can have something to write about from their sterile ivory, or now adobe, towers.

Of course Oñate had many faults—he was human—and that’s why he was eventually banned from New Mexico; he was a man de hueso, carne y sangre, “of bone, flesh, and blood,” and he committed many atrocities against Native Americans, contrary to the ordinances. For that reason there is still a certain animosity among the Pueblo people against the “Spanish,” though there were very few Castilians in Oñate’s initial group of 129 families, made up of criollos, mestizos, and gachupines. Oñate himself was a mestizo, so he was not a peninsular (born in Iberia), and when he was banished to Spain that was the worst punishment that he could have gotten. Same as sending children born of Mexican nationals back to Mexico when the United States is all they have known since birth; to them this country is their querencia. And of course there are many who even today, four centuries later, swear they are “pure Spaniards,” without realizing that Spain has always been a crossroads between Europe and Africa and later with America. Don’t tell a Basque or a Catalán that he is a Spaniard; I had the misfortune of commenting to the alcalde of Oñati at a dinner in 1998 that the Spanish flag and New Mexico’s flag shared the same colors. He then whispered in my ear, “We are not Spanish, we are Basque.” Then I understood why my dad’s friend Filigoño Sanchez used to say, “I don’t celebrate the Fourth of July, I am not an American,” and then would burst into a really loud laugh.

This work, then, is about horticulture, arboriculture, rural development, philosophy, and history; it’s also a work about environmental art, spirituality, and landscape architecture, as well as poetry. But the underlying theme is water, agua, that which sustains all life, and how desert people have found that secret knowledge that allows life to thrive, if only with a few drops of water: that secret is sharing. The saying agua que no ha de beber dejala correr, “water that you are not going to use, let it flow,” explains this philosophy very succinctly.

I recently came upon a thirty-minute video, Landscape and Memory: Martinican Land-People-History, produced by two professors from Bucknell University, Renée Gosson and Eric Faden, in 2003. In the accompanying brochure, they write, “In Landscape and Memory, the French West Indies’ most renowned identity theoreticians—Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau, and Raphaël Confiant—investigate the different ways in which France, as a colonial power, marks colonized lands and peoples. Importantly, this is one of the few films about Martinique that adopts a Martinican perspective on France’s overwhelming and continued colonial and cultural presence.” My son and I have been working on a film about acequias also, but the challenge has been to go beyond the tedium of most documentaries and try to examine the role of colonial power, so that Native Americans stop criticizing those of us who are mestizos as being insensitive and Spanish, while at the same time not denying who we are.

These filmmakers faced the same dilemma that I do, as they write, “The Martinican writers ask how, in a country (or a ‘Department’) like Martinique, does a colonial power ‘re-map’ space and land? How does it ‘re-map’ a people’s memories and identities? And can one resist this re-mapping?” The writers, the brochure continues, “examine the possibilities of landscape as a repository for a forgotten past, Martinique’s economic dependence on France, the recent ‘cementification’ of Martinique, the politics of commemoration, and the possibilities for Creole culture. The film combines the writers’ environmental and ideological concerns with actual footage of the island, showing the symptoms of cultural devastation (satellite dishes, advertisements, supermarkets, regression of the mangrove swamp, etc.).” Substitute the place-name “northern New Mexico,” or rather, “Río Arriba bioregion,” for “Martinique” and “mestizo” for “Creole,” and the description seems like a seamless fit for what’s happening in the place I call home, my “querencia.”

This film was shot on location in Martinique in March 2001 by two independent American filmmakers. But most important for me as a writer is that

Landscape and Memory also poses several questions about the documentary form. The film is called a “média-stylo,” paying homage to French film theorist Alexandre Astruc’s 1948 manifesto “La camérastylo.” This manifesto urged filmmakers to develop a genre that was neither documentary nor fiction but closer to the form of the essay—poetic, fragmented, open-ended, speculative, reflexive, and subjective. Using moving images, text, sound, music, and voice, Landscape and Memory is—to use Jean-Luc Godard’s words—“research in the form of spectacle.” By using this style, the film neatly reflects the structure of recent French West Indian novels, which are often themselves a métissage of history, narrative, documentary, and poetics.

For me this work is also a blending of history (oral, archival, genealogical), narrative (including folklore, which I refer to as traditional knowledge), and poetics. Hopefully it will also serve as the screenplay for a film on water, traditional agriculture, food, and community.

It’s as I wrote in a poem from the late seventies, after visiting with an old man by the name of Miguel Armijo in Santa Fe’s Alto Street barrio (an Arabic word meaning “community,” appropriated by the Chicano activists in the 1960s), a man whose memory went back to the early 1800s because he had been brought up by his grandparents, who were very old when he was a young kid. After returning from Santa Fe I wrote the following:

A la niñez le gusta oir la historia,

A la viejez contarla,

Y a la juventud hacerla.

Children like to listen to history,

The elderly enjoy talking about it,

And the youth like to create it.

It brought back memories of my youth, sitting at the side of my tía Josefa, a daughter from my grandfather Tomás Archuleta and his first wife, Marcelina, who by the time I remember her in the late fifties was quite old and blind. She was always dressed in long black dresses, with several enaguas (underskirts) where she kept her punche (tobacco), rolling paper, and matches, for she liked to smoke while she kept us entertained with her cuentos folclóricos, stories of old. She told us about Pedro de Urdemalas, who is known as the quintessential pícaro—rogue—throughout the Americas from Chile to New Mexico, a character that dates to the 1300s. Urdemalas is also known in Turkey, and Cervantes wrote about him in the 1500s. She also told us about witches, La Llorona, and other characters, for we didn’t have TV or iPods to keep us entertained like today. Before she lost her sight, she and her husband, whom I never met, used to plant acres of chile and wheat, as well as her kitchen garden of vegetables, for the acequia went past her front door. She lived between the Río Embudo and Las Llomas de la Angustura. Now that place, like a lot of the land in Embudo, is abandoned and full of Siberian elms and other exotics. When my aunt had the place it was immaculate, it was a garden of paradise, for they knew the secret of water. After she died my cousin sold it to a doctor from Albuquerque, and ever since, for over thirty years, it has laid abandoned with only a few heritage apple trees surviving by the grace of God, for no one waters them and they still produce fruit.

Every year I stop to savor the tasty tart apples and say, “I have to graft these onto new rootstock and create new trees to save the varieties.” I haven’t done so, but that’s on my to-do list. With the help of Ron Walser from New Mexico State University’s Sustainable Agricultural Center in Alcalde and Gordon Tooley from Truchas in 2002, we started a project to save the old varieties of apples that came from the south up the Camino Real de Tierra Adentro. But due to lack of funds, we haven’t continued with the project.

This work is part biographical; that is, the biography of a land grant, the Embudo land grant, and an acequia, the Acequia Junta y Ciénaga. It is this rugged desert landscape and the bountiful acequia that supplies the sweet water to our fields that have shaped me into what I am. And it’s also autobiographical, since it’s about my life, about my place—mi querencia—my relatives. I’ll share one story with you immediately. My grandfather Tomás was born not Archuleta, but actually Borrego. My great-grandmother Ramona Archuleta, born in 1822, who I had been told never married, according to family lore, actually did marry twice. Recently, in some old family documents found at Princeton University, I discovered that when she was twenty years old she married Francisco Martín, a descendent of the original Martín clan, but I can’t find the connection to the original Francisco “El Ciego” Martín, who was forty years her senior. They had three kids, but only one daughter, Alcaria, survived. After Ramona became a widow at age thirty in 1853, she married Juan Antonio Borrego in 1855; from here Tomás Aquino Borrego, my grandfather Tomás, who later became Archuleta, was born on March 7, 1856. Genealogist Henrietta Martinez Christmas provided this information; she is from Corrales. There was also another daughter, Benigna. One of my uncles used to say that my grandfather’s father was a Borrego, so the family should have been Borrego instead of Archuleta, another Basque name. Borrego appears to have been Sephardic. But he also said that we were descendents of Francisco Martín. In other words, he was not sure whether he was Borrego or Martín. Archival research by Dr. Danna Rojo Levin, a professor at the Universidad Metropolitana de Mexico, recently uncovered a document in which Alcaria is listed as the daughter of Francisco Martín. Alcaria was born around 1853 (after her father died), my grandfather Tomás in 1856, and Benigna in 1858; Tomás and Benigna had the same father. The two half-sisters were married to brothers, Benigna to Donaciano and Alcaria to Matias Romero. Both Romeros and my grandfather were listed as landowners when the Acequia Junta y Ciénaga was registered with the Office of the State Engineer in 1915. Census records that Lorraine Aguilar, a teacher and genealogist, has combed through reveal that during the Navajos’ Long Walk in the 1860s, many Navajos—kids at that—remained in the Indo-hispano villages, including Embudo. And one of those households with a Navajo was my great-grandmother Ramona’s. Also, my wife’s great-grandmother Rosina is listed as a twelve-year-old Navajo in the 1880 census. Another layer of history never revealed, hidden from us, for the scholars tell us we are “Spanish,” and we believe it. “You are who we tell you,” they tell us, “not who you really are.”

But more than genealogy, this work is about land and water in one very specific place, for to understand place, or querencia, one has to know the ground, the rocks, the trees, the flora and fauna. By knowing my roots, I have gotten to know the place como mi manos, “like my hands,” as the old ones would say, based on the information stored in my mind and experienced through the senses, that repository of personal and collective memory. It’s a very personal journey into the past, in search of answers for the future. In his Act of Taking Possession of April 30, 1598, the day of the first Thanksgiving in what today is this country, Oñate defined querencia as “from the leaves of the trees in the forests to the stones and sands of the river, and from the stones and sands of the river to the leaves in the forest.” This hybrid work, then, deals with the history of the Embudo Land Grant and the Recopilación de las leyes de los reinos de Indias (the Laws of the Indies) and how this barren and unproductive landscape, through the means of artificial irrigation, was turned into one of the most productive pieces of agricultural land through the blood, sweat, and tears of my ancestors.

Now it’s sad to see the land and communal water system go to waste in the hands of those who bought land because they could afford to but who have no ties to the land, no memory of its use; their umbilical cord was left somewhere else. They are aliens in this land, for they have left no sweat or blood working the land; for them it’s only an investment. Now one even finds photos on the Internet of sacred places, taken by newcomers with digital cameras, and because a piece of land is vacant they immediately assume it’s on the market and tag their photo “land for sale,” advertising for more disconnected people to settle as if they were pioneers. That dreadful thing called money can never buy a sense of place; though they might write about a place or attempt to paint it, it’s still about money. At the annual fiestas in Dixon—before the Plaza del Embudo—a band of diehard white radicals march carrying signs calling for “Paz,” peace in Iran, Iraq, everywhere except here. For some of these marchers, when things don’t go their way with the water in the acequia, they immediately start complaining about the locals not knowing how to manage the water, when it is they who don’t believe in sharing. Instead they buy a gas pump and get water illegally from the river. To be fair, there are those who have bought land because they care for the land and are indeed farming. But most are devoid of traditional knowledge.

We will also embark on a voyage that will lead us to examine the Qua’ran, the Moorish “culture of water,” and the role of the Tlaxcalas. For why did Sebastián Martín, the older brother of Francisco, give part of his grant to create the Trampas grant, which was settled by the people from the Barrio de Analco in Santa Fe, a Tlaxcalan village? What is the missing link that I haven’t uncovered? By 1796 the Martíns controlled all the land from present-day Alcalde to the Jicarita, all the land between the pueblos of Picurís and Ohkay Owingeh. Sebastián had the Sebastián Martín grant, which was first awarded to him in 1703. In History of Los Luceros Ranch Dr. Corrine P. Sze writes, “At some time before 1703, the lands along the Río Grande and north of San Juan Pueblo were claimed by a trio of men: Joseph García Jurado, Sebastián de Polonia, and Sebastián de Vargas. When they failed to occupy the grant within the required time, they lost their right to it. Thus, in 1703 the brothers Sebastián and Antonio Martín Serrano petitioned for the land for themselves, other brothers and a brother-in-law.” In 1705 they finally gained possession of the lands, which extended from San Juan Pueblo north to Embudo. In 1712 the grant was revalidated. Sebastián Martín described his activities in 1712: “I have broken up lands, opened a main ditch from the Río del Norte for irrigating the land, built a house with four rooms, and two strong towers for defense against the enemy in case of an invasion, being on the Frontier,” according to Dr. Sze.
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