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  My first memorable encounter with Acoma was in the early spring of 1999 when ten-year-old Pat Playdon and I accompanied Beth Johnson, then executive director of Cornerstones Community Partnerships, and Dennis Playdon, Cornerstones program manager, to a meeting between Acoma governor Lloyd Tortalita and staff members for First Lady Hillary Rodham Clinton. The meeting was called to plan for the impending visit of Hillary Clinton to announce a Save America’s Treasures planning grant for Cornerstones. Cornerstones was focused on using the grant money to carry out preservation planning for San Esteban del Rey Mission at Acoma. I had been to Acoma before, but this was different. Pat and I waited a long time that day. We later learned that waiting a long time was a form of being introduced to the way things happen at Acoma. That day, like many, there was no rush. Things needed to be talked through and worked out between Governor Tortalita and the rest in the group, so Hillary Clinton’s visit was right for Acoma.

  The Save America’s Treasures grant was a powerful tool for fostering collaboration between Cornerstones and Acoma and served as a catalyst as well as a primary means of support for carrying out necessary work on the church for a period that lasted more than ten years. I had the good fortune to engage in some of that work, for example serving as a volunteer with Cornerstones Community Partnerships and members of the Pueblo of Acoma in the effort to put a new temporary roof on the church in the summer of 1999, an act of emergency stabilization that was aimed at a short-term solution to the long-term problem of keeping water out. The temporary roof served the mission for longer than expected. This is not unusual in work on San Esteban; for a number of reasons the degree of difficulty for building surpasses what one expects while engaged in the process. I also coordinated the preservation planning for Save America’s Treasures in 2000. The effort was an interesting one, as it involved a broad partnership of Acoma tribal members and Cornerstones consultants and paved the way for a preservation effort that was guided by a culturally based preservation process first and foremost.

  My involvement was small compared to that of others who have worked in the Acoma-Cornerstones partnership, but the combination of on-site work and archival research about San Esteban gave me a unique objective view and led to observations about how things are carried out at Acoma that had a profound effect on my understanding of the practice of preservation in particular and architecture in general. In 2007 I had a chance to read the Meem architectural archive more carefully. I began to understand that the effect the San Esteban del Rey Mission and working at Acoma had on me has been shared by many. The Acoma-Cornerstones project and all involved are important background to this book.

  I have continued to stay in contact with a number of individuals at Acoma. They include Damian Garcia, Brian Vallo, and Theresa Pasqual, each of whom has served in the role of director of the Acoma Historic Preservation Office, all of whom join with others at Acoma in the important work of finding new ways to collect, protect, and share tangible and intangible aspects of their cultural heritage. Fred Vallo was just ending his time as governor when I began this work; he and other governors and members of the Tribal Council are important to the continued efforts at cultural conservation at Acoma. These efforts are well supported by entities like the Acoma Historic Preservation Advisory Council.

  Those from Cornerstones who must receive more specific acknowledgment for their contribution to this research include Ed Crocker and Ann Lockhart who, when I was a newcomer to New Mexico, introduced me to the great archival resources available. Bill Cowles and the late George Clayton Pearl both served as Cornerstones board members, and as architects always gave insight from the particular view of the design professions. Nancy Meem Wirth has provided guidance, knowledge, encouragement, and leadership that serve as a model for fashioning this book. I have come to believe that she understands the built environment and cultures of New Mexico in a way similar to that of her father, John Gaw Meem.

  Information for this book in the form of photos, drawings, and written documents came from a number of sources, including the Museum of New Mexico, Palace of the Governors, Fray Angélico Chávez History Library; the Denver Public Library, Western History Collection; and the Library of Congress, Prints and Photographs Division. I am grateful for the help and insight from individuals in the New Mexico Department of Cultural Affairs, and in particular Dedie Snow of the Archaeological Records Management Section and Pilar Medina Cannizzaro from the Historic Preservation Division. The most important source of information was the John Gaw Meem Archives of Southwestern Architecture at the Center for Southwest Research, University of New Mexico Libraries. In particular, a multiyear conversation with Audra Bellmore, curator of the Meem Archives, has been influential in the researching and writing of this text. Photos in the Meem photo collection and letters from B. A. Reuter led to a source for Acoma that was new to me. A collection of photos taken by Beatrice Blackwood are housed at the Pitt Rivers Museum, University of Oxford. Some are also in John Gaw Meem’s job photo collection, but Phillip Grover of the Pitt Rivers Museum alerted me to two that I had never seen, photos of the mission with both towers disassembled.

  El Palacio magazine, celebrating its hundredth year in 2013, is an important source for any book about the American Southwest in the first part of the twentieth century. I am grateful to the staff, in particular the managing editor, Cynthia Baughman, for help with details about information from a number of El Palacio volumes in the final stages of this book.

  Substantial support for this book has come from Temple University. Much of the organization and research was carried out during a sabbatical semester and supported through a summer research grant. Further support for the mechanics of the book has come from Tyler School of Art Dean’s Grants and University Grants-in-Aid of Research.

  Any researcher is indebted to editors and peer reviewers. I am grateful to Rebekah Buchanan, now at Western Illinois University, for editing and coaching me through the manuscript’s awkward phases and to Desiree Guastella for providing an index. Comments from peer reviewers selected by the University of New Mexico Press served to find the obvious omissions from the text—I am grateful for their contribution. I also thank all at the University of New Mexico Press who worked to publish this book.

  Dennis Playdon, with his knowledge of the Acoma mission and his deep respect for the builders, government officials, place, and culture of Acoma, has been an essential contributor to this book, reading and rereading, and filling in the gaps of written and graphic information. I thank him along with our family, Frances and Allen, Pat, Áine, Daphne, and Dylan, for being patient and supportive, visiting sites and archives over many years, participating in work, and generally enduring the writing process. And lastly there is the rest of my large family, Joe and Bridget Wingert and all, who have an impact on how I see and engage the world, and all of whom—like B. A. Reuter, who, after carrying a small part of the tons of building material up to the top of the Acoma mesa, described his role as being “like the fly that sat on the axle-tree of the chariot wheel, and said what a dust I raise”—offered the courage, distractions, and support I needed to get this book written.
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  figure 1: Aerial view of Acoma pueblo. 1949. X-30173, Western History Collection, Denver Public Library.


  Introduction

  ACTIVE READING, AUTHENTICITY, MEMORY

  Authenticity and the Need for an Intact Work of Architecture

  San Esteban del Rey Mission at Acoma is a structure that, on the one hand, is thought to have a large percentage of the original building intact and, on the other, is thought to have been substantially rebuilt. These two views are best presented through the voices of individuals. Representing the view that much of the original building is intact is Michael Marshall, archaeologist, who performed on-site analysis of the mission’s convento in the 1970s. Marshall stated, “The church architecture of the seventeenth century was highly experimental and there was considerable variation in buildings of this period. The mission of San Estevan is particularly significant because it has been altered very little during its history.”1 The view that the Acoma mission is largely intact is based on a consideration of building attributes that have not changed over the life of the mission: the complex sits on its original foundations; some of the adobe, stonework, and woodwork dates from the seventeenth century; and the overall configuration and spatial structure is substantially intact. A contrary view that the building has been substantially rebuilt and therefore contains little original value was expressed by Gustavo Araoz of ICOMOS (the International Council on Monuments and Sites) after reading the Cornerstones Community Partnerships’ “San Esteban del Rey Conditions Assessment Report” of 1999.2 Araoz’s view is based on the amount of wall surface that has been repaired; the replacement of large items such as the church roof; the removal of much of the convento and other items such as the clerestory of the church, original altars, and woodwork; and the introduction of new material such as the tops of the towers. Both points of view are valid—one might even say they are both correct—and can be measured through analysis of the structure.

  Extensive preservation work on San Esteban was carried out in the 1920s by the Pueblo of Acoma in collaboration with the Society for Preservation and Restoration of New Mexico Mission Churches. The work was recorded in letters, photos, and drawings that are included in John Gaw Meem’s architectural office files now located at the Center for Southwest Research. Significantly, the letters, photos, and drawings, the basis of this book, support both statements. As historical source material, the correspondence between John Meem, the preservation architect for the mission in the 1920s, and Lewis Riley and B. A. Reuter, the site supervisors, is the first documentation of the building in detail that allows us to understand that San Esteban is a substantially intact structure and also substantially rebuilt. These two conditions are not mutually exclusive, and the letters tell us how these conditions can coexist in a structure, both contributing fully to its authenticity.

  The letters from the 1920s are the first documents that focus on the materiality and construction of San Esteban in a comprehensive manner, and as such they are the first writings to identify the building’s areas of original material as well as areas of substantial rebuilding. The letters are accompanied in Meem’s files by photos that record and convey the stages of the project. There are also a few sketches and measured drawings, apparently done as part of the design and building process, which give significant information about the state of the structure in the 1920s and also about how the preservation work was carried out.

  San Esteban is solid and well built with adobe bricks of a superior quality. Repairs to the structure show care and sound knowledge of materials and methods of construction. The written record includes some repairs and alterations through San Esteban’s history, but the building in the 1920s, having undergone intermittent periods of repair for more than three hundred years, exhibited in most areas a continuous applied knowledge of construction and materials. It showed signs of experimentation with materials and construction, and a full knowledge of the behavior of materials taken from the site and the surrounding lands at Acoma. In their accounts, Meem, Riley, and Reuter described the parts of the building that contain original material, and they noted where they encountered superior or inferior rebuilding and maintenance in cycles prior to the 1920s. They wrote of where they discovered alterations to the original building carried out at unknown times. They also described areas of the building where they made changes, and areas where they anticipated the need for change but decided after on-site examination to leave things alone. Riley, for example, described a part of the roof that he felt should not be altered because the old section could not be improved upon by the planned new methods of construction. Under Reuter’s supervision, work took on traditional methods of building that evolved in process but had not been planned before his arrival on-site. The work teams gathered building material in the form of clay, sand, and rock from surrounding Acoma lands, but they also mined material from the building itself—adobe bricks, stone and shards, and dry adobe mix. The mission contains other materials, including portland cement, roofing material, and wood beams, that were purchased and shipped to the site. Here the two readings of the building, one seeing a substantial amount of very old material and one seeing substantial rebuilding, mesh into a third reading, that of a building that has been made and remade, altered using the same material and evolving as needed.

  The work carried out on the mission in the 1920s was done on a structure that had undergone recent changes. The convento and the baptistery had been altered, the roof was in a deteriorated state, and the towers had been rebuilt in a manner that changed the form and appearance of the mission considerably. The collaborators perceived a need to put parts of the mission, most prominently the towers that flanked the eastern façade, back to their original state, thus justifying the work as an act of restoring the mission’s authentic character.

  The Acoma mission presents an interesting range of issues pertaining to rebuilding, preservation, and conservation that are revealed through the letters. In addition to issues of aesthetics, there are debates about and justifications for reconstruction. The controversial act of mining material for building from the structure itself raises an interesting series of questions about authenticity. The practice of material reuse has been used at Acoma over a long period. This form of preservation practice favors the methods of building over the appearance of the structure and supports another form of authenticity, one that focuses on a culturally based practice by the Acomas.

  San Esteban del Rey Mission, a Place of Active Memory

  At Acoma, memory is formed through an active process in what may be termed a “living” site, linking the present with the past. Constructing the mission with adobe bricks on a rocky, dry, and remote site is told of in both the oral and written history as a giant achievement. Making this massive structure appears to have been a commitment by a community. The Acomas, however, sometimes describe this participation as forced. Commonly set in a period of about fifteen years from 1629 to 1644, the building of the edifice was done almost entirely by hand. Transportation was by donkey or on foot. The 35-foot-long ponderosa pine trees used for roof beams or vigas were believed to have been transported from high on Mount Taylor, about thirty miles distant. The pine logs were considered sacred, it is said, and the trees could not touch the ground until they reached the mesa. The stories about building the mission continue to be told. They define the commitment of the first people who built the mission. Maintenance, repair, and rebuilding have left traces of the work of every tribal member who participated. The maintenance cycle defines the commitment of their offspring.

  The core structure of San Esteban has the largest load-bearing adobe walls in the American Southwest.3 With limited means for measuring, the Franciscans brought with them a system of measurement based on the vara (a stick about 30–36 inches in length) and cordel (a length of rope 50 varas long).4 Setting out was accomplished with this system and with plumb bobs and Pythagorean measurements. The adobe brick in San Esteban, the primary building material, measures an unusually long 22 inches. On the rocky mesa there was no available clay, so all the raw materials for making the adobe bricks had to be transported or reused.5 Tensioning and binding materials such as yucca, bone, and charcoal were added to the standard clay-sand mixture. Pottery shards were frequently used in later repairs. Doors and beams were riven from ponderosa pine. Plasters were made from the same range of materials and then, in interiors or special areas on the exterior, made with a white slip that was similar to what was used in Acoma pottery. On the colored wall surfaces, notably around doors and windows and also along the base of the nave walls, colored sandstone washes were applied. The typical pink Acoma wash originates from sandstone outcrops near the mesa. The rock is ground to a fine powder, put into suspension in water, and applied with a brush, in sometimes as many as twenty layers, to achieve a rich hue.

  The mission is built to the south of the village with its 4,900-square-foot south-facing wall, the tallest element on the mesa, facing the prevailing winds. The wall has been subjected to both alluvial and colluvial deterioration over time, a record of the passage of seasons. For it to have lasted this long, maintenance of the massive wall would have to have been fairly consistent and regular for a good part of its life. We know from photos of the south wall that deterioration was well advanced in the nineteenth century. The photos only confirm how hard a task it must have been to maintain the structure.

  Parts of the mission went missing at some point or other, but the memory of them is not always completely erased. The physical record conveyed in writings by Lewis Riley, evidenced during rebuilding in 1924, indicated that there had been a shift in the roof structure at the juncture of the nave and sanctuary, and proposed that there had likely been a clerestory at this junction. Riley’s roof repair work is now completely gone, but his description indicates the material evidence of the change in roof structure that he found in 1924. It gives us enough information to confirm with certainty that there was a clerestory as part of the original structure.6

  In the south tower of the church, on the second level above the baptistery, an opening about the size of a door was found in 1926. It presents the possibility of a second story on the south side of the church. Some versions of Acoma oral history indicated that there was a second story on the entire convento, and some parts of the second story are shown in photographs (see for example figure 71). That there was a second story as shown in the photographs and according to the historical record is certain. However, existing remnants of San Esteban, the historical record, and the written record from 1926 do not give enough information to know with certainty that there were second stories on the entire convento or above the baptistery. With limited historical documentation, the exact configuration is impossible to know without the backing of material evidence. Based on experimentation within the architectural type, second stories for the entire convento and above the baptistery do fit within the realm of possibility, but as an actual condition of the structure at some point in history, their presence is speculative.7

  Some of the oral tradition that recalled detailed information about the spaces within the mission has been forgotten. One of the earliest major changes was the removal of the clerestory window. Following this action, the south window over the sanctuary was closed and the remaining two south-facing windows in the nave were enlarged.8 Remnants of a staircase that were discovered during construction in 1926 in the south tower were not known to even the oldest residents of Old Acoma at the time. But these physical remains sparked the interest of members of the Acoma community in 1926 to rebuild the self-supporting spiral stair, a unique structure that in their minds represented with honor the ancestors who built the stair in the first place. The newly made staircase was a form of material practice that linked those in the present with their physical and ancestral past using the mission as the location for the activity. The revival of technique and the making of an innovative structure added to the attraction of the site as a place for tourists and scholars to visit in the 1920s.

  Continuing maintenance activity by the community has shaped the mission as a site of collective memory. The record of plaster surfaces in the convento,9 for example, shows a variety of plasters used over the history of the mission. Time is marked through preference for materials, reuse at different moments, and more generally an approach that would indicate experimentation. Areas of deterioration or decay in the adobe walls show a record of repair featuring repeated use of techniques that incorporate stone, a preferred method of adobe repair carried out by chinking, the introduction of patches of small stone shards set in adobe mortar in order to stitch together cracks and gouges in the walls. Oral history indicates that the practice has existed over many generations. The variety of mortars used shows a range of individual preferences in the consistency of mud plaster and mortar—mixes by one person and another might differ, but each comes from learning by testing the mixes through application. The mission itself is its own source, together with the historical record, for understanding its major structural and material successes and failures. The structure shows a record of repair, such as the extensive repair to the roofs in the 1960s and 1980s, which included the addition of new vigas and some corbels in both church and convento. The church nave received wood decking, felt paper, and mineral roofing over which clay was deposited. The large protruding gutters or canales from the 1920s were replaced with downspouts placed within the earthen walls. New vigas and new decking replaced the old latilla (lath) and yucca ceilings. Failure of the roof structure from the 1920s was due in part to the mix of the two kinds of materials, together with faulty parapet construction. As a result, the new roof structure in the latter part of the twentieth century was not negotiable. The mission’s exterior, as seen today, is a stone veneer added to an adobe structure. It was constructed over a period of twenty to thirty years; the wall cladding was completed in the 1980s. The stone veneer wall’s purpose was to permanently protect the adobe walls from the southerly winds and rain. The additional weight of the stone on the north side of the nave fractured a wood doorway lintel over the 8-foot-thick wall opening between the church and convento. This was replaced with parallel structural lumber in 2002.

  In all repairs, the Acoma builders played an active part, carrying with them stories of their huge undertakings. Traditionally, tribal members—men, women, and children alike—maintain the mission. During the second half of the twentieth century, many changes in daily life altered the way in which tribal members participated. Individual stories of repairing the church are passed through families. The annual mudding of the front façade, the relaying of the clay floor, and the repainting of the murals are activities fondly remembered as ongoing rituals. The result is a multilayered history of each year’s maintenance. Recent investigations of the plasters used in the nave of the church and the cloister in the convento confirm the changes related in stories. The oldest murals were found on the walls of the cloister and some depict the arrival of the Spanish on the mesa. This event, formerly commemorated in an annual ritual, is recorded in a mural showing the procession of people and horsemen in a journey to the mesa.10 The painted horsemen murals, unseen by most, can be described by many in the tribe. Objects, such as candlestick pottery made for the Stations of the Cross, have been found off site. They never lose their association and are repatriated whenever possible. Eighteenth-century vestments recently repatriated in a lot of Acoma goods that also included original woodwork were cared for in the past by a single family and then were at some point lost or taken.11 The retablo, which has been altered, is revered and considered sacred. As such, in the present day it cannot be copied or recorded and is treated in the same way as all sacred elements and sites.

  Throughout its long life, the Acoma mission has remained a dominant edifice in both Old Acoma and the New Mexican landscape. Over time it has become important and significant for its size and its beauty, and as the most intact existing church and convento from the seventeenth century in New Mexico. The factual information about the San Esteban del Rey Mission tells us only a part of its story. In our day the mission is considered an American treasure. It is the oldest and largest historical adobe structure in North America. It is on the National and State Register of Historic Places and together with Old Acoma village is a National Historic Landmark and a National Trust for Historic Preservation partner site. The mission carries many designations, including status as a World Monuments Watch site, a Save America’s Treasures site, and an Endangered Cultural Landscape as named by the Cultural Landscape Foundation. The designations are well deserved and mark San Esteban as a site and building of significance. Importantly, the mission has absorbed the accolades without losing its primary purpose and its continuing role in the collective memory of those who come into contact with its architecture.

  Narrative Structure, Time Duration, and Themes

  The letters from John Meem’s Acoma job files are the primary source for the narrative of this book. They are written about work carried out from 1924 to 1929, and the central dialog in the letters is about building construction. The primary voices are those of John Gaw Meem and Lewis Riley in 1924 and John Gaw Meem and B. A. Reuter from 1926 to 1929. Meem was located in Santa Fe, and Riley and Reuter were working at Acoma, a distance of 120 miles. Meem visited the site from time to time, and the men communicated by telephone on occasion and by telegram frequently. The letters are accompanied in the files by job progress photos that appear to have been taken for communication and the record. The letters are also accompanied by accounting memos and bills, and a few drawings and sketches. But each of these forms of communication was supplemented and followed up with communication through letters. With no services on the mesa, mail from Old Acoma was first taken the seventeen miles to Laguna. Reuter wrote about making the trip himself or sometimes sending letters with someone who was going that way. Telegrams and telephone calls were also from or to Laguna. As phoning required Riley’s or Reuter’s presence in Laguna, this was reserved for urgent needs or for matters best articulated orally. With Laguna located along the railway, mail service to Santa Fe was fairly regular, but telegrams ensured immediate communication, usually amplified in the letters that followed.

  The story of construction in the letters is linear and unfolds over the duration of the project through four building seasons. When the writers discussed construction, the mission was the primary subject. Woven into the description of construction are other stories where the building is a backdrop to events centered on the construction process. The mission’s shift from primary subject to background and setting for events is frequent in the dialog and offers insight into the degree of difficulty in getting the work accomplished.

  Other voices also enter into the story—the voices of members of the Acoma tribal government, for example, and of donors and patrons for the project.12 Other documents of the time chronicle events that took place in the village. A few of these make reference to the work being carried out and offer interesting points of view and perspectives. This is a remarkable feature when “reading” the archive. With many voices telling the story, a picture of the Acoma mission as an important edifice in the consciousness of many individuals representing a range of constituencies allows a complex story that arises from clashing points of view, cultural biases, and perceptions.

  Emerging from the letters, the linear story depicts the mission as the primary subject. This anchors the narrative of this book. The woven subtexts in the letters focus on more subjective cultural needs that are by no means linear in intention or in telling. These are the stories that enliven and enrich the story of the building process, providing the experience of building brought about through that particular project and in that particular place. In these thematic interwoven issues that emerge from time to time in the linear narrative, there are points of intensity for some discussions, and these are expanded upon when more insight is needed to explain intriguing remarks. The primary issues that arise in the letters because of cultural contrasts include discussion and disagreement about the use of materials, the importance and use of aesthetics as a form of authenticity, the perception of time, the need for patronage, the realm of sacred ground, and the role of tourism for the various constituencies. This heterotopic set of subjective themes arises over the five-year period in an uncalibrated manner. Each is a story in itself, but when the topic comes forward within the letters, it is used in this book to explore the topic’s relationship to the building. San Esteban then fades backward in the dialog, moving from its place as subject to a place where it is object or setting.

  The letters in their full form provide a fascination for the reader. They include repetitions and redundancies which tell a story in their own right. In this book, some of the redundancy is included to provide the reader with the pace of the work and a sense of the personal concerns of the writers. It is important to note that information about the building planning, process, materiality, and structure can supplement information about the mission already available in historic structures reports. This book thus provides a more thorough picture of the mission as it existed in the 1920s than has been available. Work on the roof, south wall, east façade, and towers was all carried out in specific time periods, and convento planning was done through all seasons in the 1920s. If there is need to consult the archive for more detail, this book can also be read as an index and guide for accessing the archive directly.

  Historical Interpretation and Its Dilemmas for Preservation

  A frustration in working with the San Esteban del Rey Mission is that written information about the mission is often incomplete or speculative. In the available written materials there are inaccuracies. Some are due to misinterpretation of historical information. For example, the building date for the mission is accepted to be 1629–1644 or thereabouts, but there are places in the historical record where the rebuilding date of 1706 is given as the initial date of construction. Reference to an older church indicates it was oriented north-south rather than east-west.13 This in part accounts for the confusion. Following the historical record, however, a clear, albeit general, understanding of San Esteban’s physical characteristics through its history leads to a fairly accurate historical sequencing of the mission. The dating of the original church can be discerned by knowing that Fray Juan Ramírez, the priest who initiated the building of the church, was part of the 1629 party of priests who accompanied Fray Estévan Perea in his journey to evangelize the western pueblos. Knowing about the whole group of missions from that period also provides firm evidence of the early date for San Esteban; the large size of the mission places it in the early period of the seventeenth century.

  Further evidence of its importance, large size, and well-built character is found in the historical record. In 1672 Fray Lucas Maldonado Olasqueaín noted of San Esteban, “church, convent, sacristy, and cemetery one of the best there are in this kingdom”; this was included in an inventory of some of the church contents—altars, retablo, paintings, objects, and musical instruments.14 Diego de Vargas, writing in his journal in November of 1692 at the time of the Reconquest of New Mexico, reflected on the large size of San Esteban and noted that the walls were a vara and a half thick and were “intact except for holes made for the windows and clerestories of the church.”15 Vargas’s description of the size, scale, and features of the church at that time indicated the church was impressive even after twelve years where there was no friar in attendance. A later important inventory, that of Fray Francisco Atanasio Domínguez in 1776, indicated that San Esteban’s clerestory was no longer present and that there was a second story on the convento, noted to be of fairly recent origin.16 Taken together, the historical documentation gives a clear picture of the mission’s overall architectural attributes and changes over time.

  But other misunderstandings about San Esteban come from readings of Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS) drawings of San Esteban del Rey Mission. The HABS drawings were produced in 1934, a few years after the preservation work of the 1920s was completed. Building content that is the basis for the HABS drawings includes preserved and reconstructed areas of the mission. The drawings are very accurate and the most complete documentation about the mission and, as such, are considered the best representation of San Esteban. But as survey drawings of what was there in 1934, the HABS set does not provide detail of what is new and old, what is stabilized or rebuilt.

  Because of the problems of misinterpretation, it became clear to me that it was important for this book to focus on a narrow window in the history of San Esteban del Rey. The five-year period from 1924 to 1929 was a time that recorded the mission’s emergence from a ruined state into a restored building—a time that can clearly address the material and structural condition of the mission before the HABS survey drawings were made, thus allowing a reading of the 1934 HABS drawings that is based on material evidence of the mission alongside the graphic result of the survey.

  Accurate Reading: Constituent Groups and Reading the Building

  It is my hope that including the voices of more than one constituency and multiple views and perceptions of the mission in the narrative for this book helps to clarify inaccuracies about the history of the San Esteban Mission. In such a complex cultural context, reliance on the historical account of only one constituent group might yield accurate information but is also the biased presentation of information to benefit and support the agenda of that constituent group. This is most particularly seen in coming to conclusions about the mission after accessing only the written history or only the oral history. Although oral and written histories include information that can be considered accurate, they also contain stories to justify and explain their cultural biases. Accounts of the San Esteban Mission in the 1920s by multiple constituencies bring us closer to a description of the building as a whole entity than any single form of documentation can provide. To know the building, the knowledge gained from the voices in the letters must be tempered by the “voice” of the artifact itself. Here a reading of the physical building may be considered one of the many voices.

  To form a narrative, I have embedded the letters in dialog within text. This allows the narrative structure to build on the logic used to search out and discover connections centered within John Meem’s files and extended outside of the archive. In order to understand the building process in the 1920s, I began research by sequentially organizing the letters. I then set about drawing out all of the information on the construction, design, and planning. I worked with what I knew of San Esteban’s structure, its materiality, and its architecture, and consulted the scholarship about missions in New Mexico. While the information was clear, it still posed underlying questions about the building process. Here the interwoven stories began to emerge, and in order to be understood, they needed to be tied to eyewitness reports, biographies, events of the times, and the physical context. I was careful to focus on material that centered on the mission and stemmed from its emerging role as an architectural monument. Because of this, some discussions in the letters have been omitted. Some letters address disciplinary areas where I am far from knowledgeable, for example ethnography. The writing on these subject areas is left for someone with a better grasp of what is being discussed and conveyed to examine in the future.

  The narrative structure serves another important purpose, and that is to allow the archive to become readable and accessible. In an archive about building process, one encounters a heterogeneous set of information. The archive is centered on the Meem architectural practice and is made up of his office files. Inside the folders are contracts, bills, letters from others, copies of letters written by him, photos of construction and of other related jobs. They are well organized by subject matter so that the information could be easily accessed by Meem, and for the outside reader they give interesting insight into the manner in which Meem organized his thoughts, his processes, and his design projects. But the archive is not easily accessible unless you are sitting with it.

  Information from Meem’s files has been well used as supportive evidence by scholars of Southwest architecture and preservation. The attempt here is a different one. A focus on San Esteban and the building process in a very narrow window of time is possible with the available evidence. Here I saw the opportunity to present the dialog of others who so well articulated a complex and vibrant building process and so clearly described the attributes of the building.

  The objective of this monograph is to focus on San Esteban as an edifice. As the architect working on the preservation project in the 1920s, John Gaw Meem also figures prominently in the book alongside San Esteban. The relationship between architect and building is a very close one, and in working with San Esteban the architect became the primary advocate and spokesman for the structure during the time of design and construction. In later years and other preservation cycles, other individuals picked up where Meem left off. The Meem Architectural Archive has files from later work cycles for San Esteban, and these are referenced here, but they are not examined in full, as the focus on the 1920s was necessary to gain intimate knowledge of the building as edifice. My hope is that there are enough new threads in this text that someone else can pick up the research and the story from here. There is a wealth of information about the mission in the eighty-plus years since the work was completed in 1929. A future project using the archive could focus on an assessment of the work cycle in the 1970s and 1980s. The process at that time is different but just as interesting as the work carried out in the 1920s. Another interesting research project that could come from the archive would be to address issues of preservation as reflected during the different periods of work contained in the files; initial assessment looking at Acoma is that it has been and continues to be a bellwether for pertinent questions of preservation and cultural reflection.

  A Story Told Many Times

  There is one more introductory note that will add to an understanding of the structure and purpose of this book. It is best illustrated by comparing archival documentation in the files of the Center for Southwest Research. The John Gaw Meem Archives of Southwestern Architecture include the office records and architectural drawings of a number of firms and individual architects in New Mexico. The Pueblo of Acoma figures in the work of a number of these. Although separated by about fifty years, there is a striking resemblance between the working environment described through contracts and correspondence in the Channell Graham job files from the 1970s and 1980s and those of the Meem job files from the 1920s. Correspondence in the Channell Graham job files is primarily between Edna Heatherington Bergman, representatives of the Acoma government, and members of New Mexico’s Historic Preservation Office. The details of correspondence differ from those in the Meem files, but in some cases the building’s pathologies are similar or exactly the same. The records describe a spirit of collaboration punctuated by a questioning of motive, much skepticism and frustration, problems of time, and other subjects. In many cases, despite the separation in time, we are reading the same story.

  The story is also familiar to those who have worked on the mission more recently, fostering collaboration between the Acoma Historic Preservation Office and Cornerstones Community Partnerships. Reading through both Meem’s and Graham’s job files, I had the uncanny sense that the story was one in which I had taken part. In addition to the similar pathologies, periods of collaboration and distrust, and so on, there is also a similar questioning of the larger purpose of the mission. The relationship of the people with their place has remained unchanged.

  The story of the San Esteban Mission preservation is a documentation of construction. But in this particular story, construction cannot easily be documented without also explaining the cultural importance of the mission for its various constituent groups. So little is known for certain about the mission, yet the stories, the building, and the different histories also tell us so much.

  The ten chapters that follow, then, tell a linear story that begins with the preservation work at Acoma in the 1920s. The other stories intertwined within these chapters include:

  
    	In chapter 1: introduction of the cultural and physical contexts of the mission

    	In chapter 2: shared ambitions across cultures; dilemmas of preservation—repairing an ancient structure according to modern methods

    	In chapter 3: construction methods that come from within the site; discoveries of the structure; problems of the weather; cultural differences

    	In chapter 4: tourism and patronage; more construction methods and discoveries

    	In chapter 5: patronage and cultural differences

    	In chapter 6: aesthetics of preservation; design development

    	In chapter 7: San Esteban’s legacy in building community

    	In chapter 8: San Esteban, a building, an accurate record, and a work of architecture that achieves authenticity through site specificity

    	In the afterword: a reflection on preservation work as an act of support for many communities and points of view

  


  1

  Background

  A WORK OF ARCHITECTURE AND ITS CONTEXTS

  The Keres people of Ácoma have always felt that what they built on their rock belonged to them. The European presence, centered in Santa Fe over a hundred miles away and represented only intermittently by a priest, a lieutenant alcalde mayor, or a government school teacher, has not dissuaded them. In 1680, when other Pueblos brought down their churches, the Ácomas did not. They killed Father Maldonado, and later offered shelter to Pueblo refugees, but they refused to destroy what they considered their own.

  —John Kessell

  Acoma’s Ideal Environments as a Context

  The Keres-speaking people of Acoma built the San Esteban del Rey Mission within their high mesa settlement, now known as Old Acoma or Sky City, between the years 1629 and 1644 in a geographically remote valley. Tightly integrated with the village, the great mission dominates the vast plain, presenting a monumental character akin to the surrounding mesa landscape. The effort made to reach the village and mission is a memorable experience for any outsider and even for members of the Acoma community, most of whom at present live at least fifteen miles from the mesa settlement of Old Acoma.

  The Acoma people have established an intimate relationship with the environment. Major features of the landscape are recognized and named, past and present are balanced in these features. The earthen village is one with the rock face of the cliff, hidden from plain sight, difficult to access, and highly defensible. The daily life rhythms of Old Acoma are intrinsically tied to the settlement on the rock; occupation of Acoma lands is confirmed to date back at least a thousand years,1 giving the Acomas the ability to claim the village as one of the oldest continuously inhabited villages in the United States. Acoma’s past is known to its people through oral histories that are passed from generation to generation. It is generally believed that the Old Acoma village we know today was built just before or concurrently with the mission.2

  [image: Image]

  figure 2: San Esteban del Rey Mission and Old Acoma village, general view from the south. James M. Slack, April 5, 1934. HABS NM, 31-ACOMP, 2-1; Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS); Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress (hereafter P&P LC).

  As architecture, the village and the mission present two kinds of ideal environments.

  The first ideal environment, the village, is bound to the land not only through the narrative of the Acomas’ understanding of their place but also through use of materials and environmental forces. Oriented and laid out to catch the sun and wind, the stepped rows of houses collect warmth from their southern orientation. The rooms within remain insulated, and the adjacent streets are shaded by the rows themselves. The current seventeenth-century village was rebuilt on top of an older pueblo. It has attributes of the older pueblo, but the current village is different in both form and layout. Unlike the old pueblos which are modeled on clustered units and ceremonial squares, Acoma’s rows separate to form plazas. Traditionally, they include the village kivas. Although the village was newly built in the seventeenth century, the principles on which the building is based come from ancient traditions that consider the man-made environment in relation to climate, natural processes, and natural features in the landscape. The stories of Acoma individuals and their ancestors are located in specific places within the landscape, woven, like the architecture, into the site. In this ideal environment, the individual and the culture of the group are also part of the rhythm of the environment.
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  figure 3: Houses, Old Acoma village. James M. Slack, April 16, 1934. HABS NM, 31-ACOMP, 1-31, P&P LC.

  The second ideal environment, the San Esteban del Rey Mission and its church, belongs conceptually to a seventeenth-century European idea of perfect environment, one whose architecture follows the architectural treatises of the Early Renaissance in Europe. Built with a clear proportional accuracy, the adobe and stone complex presents a form of beauty that is based in mathematical precision. Its dominance as a structure within the village, and indeed the whole valley, clearly follows the European model. The individual in this ideal environment exists within a hierarchy with God at the top and space as the mediator between man and God, and the culture of the tribe was considered by the priests and Catholic hierarchy to have been dominated.
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  figure 4: Plan, Old Acoma village. A. G. Longfellow and B. D. Kidder, June 12, 1934. HABS NM, 31-ACOMP, 1 Sheet 1, P&P LC.

  Understanding the architecture of the mission and the village as belonging to two kinds of ideal environments, John Kessell’s quote, at the beginning of the chapter,3 deserves close attention. The history of the mission is part of the history of Spanish evangelization. But the history of San Esteban is also a history of the Acomas’ long-held attachment to the settlement and the close integration of an ecosystem and a cultural identity with its place of origin. Velma Garcia-Mason’s perspective is supportive of Kessell’s when she states, “The construction of the church bears an interesting symbolism of dedication that Acoma expressed toward the friar [Juan Ramírez]. High timbers for the vigas were transported from the San Mateo Mountains, and bags of sand and large quantities of water were hauled to the top of the mesa by foot. The vigas were intricately carved during many hours of labor.”4 This relationship of people, culture, and environment results in a making and a use of the mission that is not purely prescriptive according to the European religious building type. San Esteban has been absorbed into the environment and daily rhythms of Acoma, a living place within which past and present coexist. Acoma’s indigenous name is H’aku, which has come to mean “a place always prepared” for its people.5 In this world, the people occupy their place together with their ancestors. The structures, both natural and man-made, including the mission, are iconic, but they also are part of a living ecosystem and culture.

  The Context of the Mission in History and Story

  The overall story that characterizes the Acoma mission and village and their significance has time markers familiar to, and interwoven with, other pueblo sites. The Acomas’ oral history tells the story of migration from Chaco Canyon and settlement in the place where the echo was right.6 Initial occupation of the Acoma mesa site dates from about AD 1150–1200.7 The Acoma village would have evolved from that time forward to become well established; material evidence on the mesa indicates continued building and continued occupation.8 The first non-Native outsider to encounter Acoma was probably Estevan, a servant of Fray Marcos de Niza during de Niza’s expedition in 1539. The next visitors to Acoma were members of the Coronado expedition in 1540 led by Captain Hernando de Alvarado. These two encounters, along with two more, the Rodríguez-Chamascudo expedition in 1581 and the Espejo expedition in 1582, were all peaceful. Subsequent meetings between the Spanish and the Acomas in the sixteenth century were otherwise. In 1598 and 1599 there were three encounters between the Acomas and members of a Spanish expedition led by don Juan Oñate y Salazar.9 The first of these was by Oñate and his officers in October of 1598. Oñate asked the Acomas to pledge allegiance to the Spanish Crown. Representatives of the Acoma tribe were believed to have done so on behalf of the tribe. Soon after, a second encounter between the Acomas and a smaller group from Oñate’s expedition, led by Captain Juan de Zaldívar, ended in the death of thirteen Spaniards. The third encounter, a retaliatory attack by another small group of Spaniards led by Zaldívar’s brother Vicente, ended in a battle in which the village was destroyed, between 600 and 800 Acomas were killed, and about 500 Acomas were imprisoned.

  The confrontation of Vicente Zalvídar and his men with the Acomas is passed down in the Acoma oral history as a major injustice. And in Spanish historical documents written in subsequent years, the Acomas are often portrayed as resistant to change and traditionally conservative. It is in this social and political context that San Esteban del Rey Mission was built about thirty years after the battle, beginning in 1629.

  Franciscan Missions in New Mexico

  San Esteban del Rey, one of a group of mission churches from the seventeenth century, is considered significant and outstanding. Ecclesiastical records show that the mission’s construction was initiated and carried out under Fray Juan Ramírez, a Franciscan priest from Oaxaca who arrived in New Mexico in 1629. He had been posted to Acoma to evangelize the settlement and build its mission. The Acoma mission is one of a handful of the group of Franciscan missions from the seventeenth century in New Mexico that is still intact in the twenty-first century.

  In 1598 the Franciscan missionaries began a long cycle of evangelization in new territory, New Mexico. Their efforts were first centered around San Gabriel, now San Juan Pueblo, north of Santa Fe, where the Spanish first settled in New Mexico. In 1609 the Spanish capital moved to Santa Fe and the Franciscan missionary headquarters were moved to Santo Domingo Pueblo just south of Santa Fe. In 1629, from missions centered in the Rio Grande Valley, the Franciscans made forays to sites farther afield, beyond the core area. There were 50 Franciscan friars and 25 missions in New Mexico in 1629, and the supply service wagons that arrived in that year from Mexico City brought reinforcements—29 new friars who would work with the friars already on the ground in New Mexico, taking advantage of the momentum that was built from the first thirty years of mission building and evangelization. Leading this group was Fray Estevan Perea. Upon the arrival of the supply wagons in Santo Domingo Pueblo, Father Perea led a small group of Franciscan priests west to build missions in the more resistant communities in the Acoma, Zuni, and Hopi territories. Acoma was the first stop for the group.10 Although there had been contact between the Franciscans and Acomas since the time of the battle with Oñate’s men, most notably a visit in 1620 by Fray Gerónimo de Zárate Salmerón, the Acomas were still considered by the Spanish to be hostile and resistant to acceptance of the Christian religion. But the encounter in 1629 between the Acomas and Perea and his party of priests and guards, including Fray Juan Ramírez, resulted in reconciliation of the Spanish and the Acomas, brought about by “miracles” performed by Fray Juan Ramírez.11 Ramírez stayed behind at Acoma while Perea and his party went on to Zuni and Hopi settlements. Ramírez’s
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