
[image: cover]


LAND OF DISENCHANTMENT


LAND OF DISENCHANTMENT

Latina/o Identities and Transformations in Northern New Mexico

Michael L. Trujillo

 

University of New Mexico Press
Albuquerque


© 2009 by The University of New Mexico Press

All rights reserved. Published 2009

Printed in the United States of America

13 12 11 10 09         1 2 3 4 5

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Trujillo, Michael L., 1971–

Land of disenchantment : Latina/o identities and transformations in northern New Mexico / Michael L. Trujillo.

             p.cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-8263-4736-7 (pbk. : alk. paper)

1. Hispanic Americans—New Mexico—Espanola Valley—Ethnic identity. 2. Hispanic Americans—Race identity—New Mexico—Espanola Valley. 3. Hispanic Americans—New Mexico—Espanola Valley—Social conditions. 4. Hispanic Americans—New Mexico—Espanola Valley—Intellectual life. 5. Ethnology—New Mexico—Espanola Valley 6. Political culture—New Mexico—Espanola Valley. 7. Regionalism— New Mexico—Espanola Valley. 8. Espanola Valley (N.M.)—Ethnic relations. 9. Ethnicity—United States—Case studies. 10. United States—Ethnic relations—Case studies. I. Title.



            F802.E8T78 2009

            305.868'78952—dc22

2009029167


FOR MY FATHER

(1936–2005)




“¿La risa de Dios? The laughter of God?” Flaco laughed. There’s an articulate beauty to the words. The gracefulness and the intangibility of the words lifted and gave them an interconnected musical attribute. Somewhere between consciousness and darkness lay the secret of why God laughs



—G. Benito Córdova, Big Dreams and Dark Secrets in Chimayó



It is a cardinal error to believe that, of “Surrealist experiences,” we know only the religious ecstasies or the ecstasies of drugs. The opium of the people, Lenin called religion, and brought the two things closer together than the surrealists could have liked…. But the true, creative overcoming of religious illumination certainly does not lie in narcotics. It resides in a profane illumination, a materialistic, anthropological inspiration, to which hashish, opium, or whatever else can give an introductory lesson



—Walter Benjamin, “Surrealism”




No estás, Miguel condenado
ni esperes ir al infierno
cuando Dios, amante tierno,
cuanto has escrito te ha dado



—Miguel de Quintana,
Defying the Inquisition in Colonial New Mexico



You know what brother? Believe
nothing you hear and half of what
you see. Okay? That’s how
I look at it around here.



—Joey Jaramillo, Española, New Mexico



You are not damned, Miguel,
nor need to fear going to hell,
since God, like a tender lover,
has given you all that you have written



—Translation by Francisco A. Lomelí and Clark A. Colahan
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PREFACE

When I first wrote my proposal for this project, I planned a thematic focus on the complex and often-fraught relationship between emerging and traditional or residual aspects of northern New Mexican Latina/o or Chicana/o ethnic/racial identity. I believed a geographic focus in the Greater Española Valley of north central New Mexico to be an excellent location for such research. This ethnography has retained these thematic and geographic foci. The text I wrote has changed from the one I planned in most other respects. At the time I wrote the proposal, mostly sitting at a desk in my studio apartment in Austin, Texas, I imagined a far shorter research period and producing a very different sort of text. The ethnographic writing that I foresaw was more in line with the previous ethnographies written on the region. As so often happens, my fieldwork, research, and writing became more profound and drawn out than I first planned. What emerges is not an ethnography in the traditional sense. Rather it is an exploration of New Mexican Latino identity, ethnographic representation, and the complexity each evokes through its multiplicity, silences, and contradictions.

A Personal Journey

I first began seriously to imagine this book after a car ride from New Mexico’s Tierra Amarilla to southern Colorado’s San Luis Valley with community and political organizer María Varela. At that time, 1997, I was researching community mobilization based in the ongoing land movement in northern New Mexico. The land movement seeks the return of land often swindled from the area’s Latino population following the American annexation of the Southwest. In that conversation, Varela described a gap between northern New Mexico’s youth and older generations that she had seen grow since her arrival in northern New Mexico in the 1960s. My interest in this gap led me to switch my research interest from the villages of northern Rio Arriba County, where my relatives still live, to southern Rio Arriba County’s city of Española. In the late 1990s, when the Española Valley began to appear in regional and national headlines for extraordinarily high rates of fatal drug overdoses, the significance of this issue and its importance in this particular location became even more urgent.

This project has also become a personal intellectual journey. In my research and writing, I have confronted my own visions of New Mexico. Although New Mexican by “blood,” I grew up in central Washington state rather than the northern New Mexican communities where my family has lived for hundreds of years. Nevertheless, through my parents’ stories, their assertions of “who we are,” and countless trips to see relatives, New Mexico played a major role in my childhood and young adulthood. I also spent some of my twenties living in New Mexico and, in the course of my undergraduate and graduate education, the extensive ethnographic literature by scholars such as Charles Briggs, Miguel Gandert, Paul Kutsche, Enrique Lamadrid, Sylvia Rodríguez, and Brenda Romero began to play a role in my thinking.

In my actual experiences in northern New Mexico in the 1990s and 2000s, I did not find the communities my parents described or the communities I remembered from the countless family trips “home.” Similarly, the objects of my ethnographic analysis are not the people who populate the more romantic ethnographies of the region, as these representations seemed to be incomplete. In my research and wider experience, I found instead something “more,” or perhaps, “less,” that required inclusion in my text—a something I would eventually recognize as negativity both in a popular and philosophical sense. I believe the following ethnographic text will evoke this something else.

This Project

I moved to Española in the summer of 2000 and spent 2000–2001 as a reporter for the newspaper The Rio Grande Sun. This locally owned newspaper is well known for its gritty reporting, has a paid circulation of more than eleven thousand, and is closely monitored by the state’s larger news outlets. Under the tutorship of then News Editor Beth Velásquez and General Editor Robert Braiden Trapp, I gained a strong knowledge of Española’s political order and social issues. I spent 2001–2 working full time on my research. During 2001–2, a University of Texas Thematic Fellowship afforded me this luxury. At this time, I formulated many of the chapters of this text, and I conducted most of my research into the chapters’ subjects: the work of embroiderer Policarpio Valencia, the previous ethnography of Española and other area communities, the oeuvre of local author Jim Sagel, and the 1998 vandalism of a statue of supposed city founder and conquistador don Juan de Oñate.

In 2002–3, I was employed as a detox attendant and facilitated drug treatment groups at an Española-based treatment facility and worked on a University of New Mexico (UNM) study of drug treatment, a subject that also appears in this book (Willging, Trujillo, and La Luz 2003). The treatment study received widespread attention, including articles in the Albuquerque Journal and Santa Fe New Mexican (Davis 2003; Lenderman 2003b).

My journey continued over the course of the two years I primarily devoted my time to writing. In that time, I lived in Oaxaca, Mexico; Austin, Texas; and Colorado Springs, Colorado; spent a summer as an Ethel-Jane Westfeldt Bunting Fellowship at the School of American Research (SAR) in Santa Fe; taught at the University of Texas at Austin (UT); and served as a Riley Fellow for the Center of Southwest Studies and Department of Anthropology at Colorado College (CC). I revised several chapters as assistant professor at the University of Oklahoma and drafted the final chapter as an assistant professor of American Studies and Chicano/Hispano/Mexicano Studies at the University of New Mexico. Versions of chapter 1 and chapter 3 appeared as articles in Aztlán: A Journal of Chicano Studies and Cultural Dynamics (Trujillo 2006, 2008). In the process, I threw out countless pages of written text and reformulated and discarded entire chapters.

What emerged from this journey was an ethnographic text that focuses on the “negative” and “positive” aspects, in the philosophical or semiotic sense, of New Mexican racial/ethnic identity, its assignment, or both. New Mexicans are increasingly defined by these dialectical notions of what they are and what they are not. Implicated within this dialogue are tropes such as visions of New Mexico as the “Land of Enchantment” and jokes about Española’s residents. In this exploration, I have come to envision my project as a social and creative anthropological commentary on the Española Valley. It is the interdisciplinary nature of such work and its sojourns into literary criticism and the realms of cultural studies that led me to my current formation as an American Studies scholar. In this book, my intent is to evoke some aspects of these issues rather than attempt to create an exhaustive or complete rendering. As will become apparent, such a full rendering remains a tremendous and complex undertaking that is only begun in this work.

Such issues of representation, identity, and nonidentity are not new to academic and popular works concerned with New Mexicans. For the most part, this conflicted history has taken the form of disagreement over terms of racial/ethnic identity and assignment for the people descendant from New Mexico’s pre-1848, Spanish-speaking population. Nearly any academic work focused on northern New Mexicans and their communities must be preceded with a justification for the author’s chosen racial/ethnic term for this population. This ethnography is no exception.

Terms of Identity

Academics and other members of this community often assert that particular terms of identity are the best or most correct terms of self-identification and that there is a consensus that supports their view. As I will show in this text, however, their assertions can usually be contradicted by another made with equal authority and fervor. Often a single individual will make contradictory assertions depending on moment, audience, and language spoken. As I will show in the body of this text, any term must be understood within its particular context, and no term fully captures New Mexican Latino identity and nonidentity. Rather, all use the term that seems to best fit their views, time, and place. In Española alone, I have heard people use the terms Chicana/o, Spanish, Latina/o, Mexican, Mexicano, raza, and la plebe. In formal situations, most northern New Mexicans self-identify as Hispanic, Chicano, or Spanish/Spanish American. In contrast, when speaking Spanish, many use terms such as mexicanos de aquí (Mexicanos from here). My experience with a diversity of terms was further confirmed by the ethnic/racial identifications given by individuals in interviews conducted in a treatment study I co-wrote with Cathleen E. Willging and Azul La Luz (Willging, Trujillo, and La Luz 2003). Perhaps epitomizing the complexities of these terms is the entry for “Mejicano” in Rubén Cobos’s venerable dictionary of New Mexico and Southern Colorado Spanish. Cobos writes:

mejicano,-na adj. [Sp. Mexicano, Mexican] Col. and Terr. N.M. Sp., a New Mexican of Indo Hispanic descent; a Mexican national; the Indian language of the Valley of Mexico (Aztec or Náhuatl); the Spanish language in New Mexico and Southern Colorado; hablar en mejicano, to speak Spanish. (Cobos 1983, 109)

Like many anthropologists, Angela García used the term Hispano in a recent Cultural Anthropology article (García 2008). In contrast, I eschew that term, although many anthropologists have favored it, as I rarely hear it in conversation and have found that some members of the population are actually unfamiliar with it. In other words, as there is no single correct popular term, there is no exclusively correct academic term either.

Like the northern New Mexicans that deploy multiple terms, I will follow suit and use the term that seems to best fit the particular sentence and its context. As a result, I will use terms such as Latino, Chicano, Hispanic, New Mexican, and northern New Mexican to refer to the same population. In contexts where other terms do not seem to be a better fit, I use the Spanish-language regional identifier nuevomexicano that parallels the Texas Mexican identification tejano. I choose this term simply because, I believe, all members of the population it describes know and understand it, and I have never heard anybody object to being called Nuevomexicano. I will also tend to avoid some terms like Spanish, Spanish American, or Hispano. In common usage, the self-identification of Spanish and Spanish American is in decline and is largely being replaced by the less controversial term Hispanic that also fits better with national identification/assignment. Through the notion of negativity, this book will explore the multiplicity and proliferation of these terms as well as their transformations. As is appropriate when speaking of the negative, rather than attempt to simply assert a more perfect description, I will instead explore the complexity of its implications. Also particularly pertinent to this project are popular discussions of negative representations.

Focusing on the Negative

In the course of my ethnographic study, many people told me that they were pleased by my interest in the communities’ social problems. Others worried about the potential “negative” depictions of their hometown. Along these lines, the vernacular usage of “the negative” is a particularly loaded description of one aspect of my time in Española, the year I spent working as a reporter for the Rio Grande Sun. The newspaper’s longtime owner, Robert E. Trapp, and the managing editor, Robert Braiden Trapp, are often accused of “focusing on the negative.” In particular, community leaders who accuse these editors of overlooking the “positive” often state this view. In this sense, my ethnographic writing could be subject to the same criticism. Nevertheless, I am encouraged by Theodor Adorno’s view that the popular praising of those who are “positive” is a fetish of the Hegelian notion of the positive-in-itself. In this sense, focusing on the negative is a refusal to sanction things as they are (Adorno 1973, 159). This book’s focus is thus intended to both evoke and employ a certain oppositional politics. Citations of the negative are an incitement to negate blockages and closures and assert an openness and affirmation that resist the violence and denial required to sustain the very real processes of domination.
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INTRODUCTION

He was born with a gift of laughter
and a sense that the world was mad.
And that was all his patrimony

—Rafael Sabatini, Scaramouche: A Romance of the French Revolution


G. Benito Córdova’s book, The 3½ Cultures of Española, speaks to the ethnic jokes that people tell about the author’s primarily Latino hometown. He suggests such seeming ridicule may sometimes be a strategy instigated by “insidious” Española Valley residents seeking to repel the forces of gentrification that have ruined neighboring cities for many Nuevomexicanos (88). With apparent irony and perhaps a gleam in his eye, such an ironic joke-teller might ask, “Who discovered Española?” This question addresses the fact that this was the first site of Spanish colonial settlement in the current Southwest of the United States: in 1598, don Juan de Oñate led a group of approximately 500 colonists, including 129 soldiers, into what would become the Española Valley.1 Today, surrounded by the art-tourism centers of Santa Fe and Taos and the high-tech laboratory town of Los Alamos, the Española Valley is largely populated by descendants from the Spanish and Mexican periods of settlement. As will become apparent throughout this book, Española and Oñate’s descendants occupy a key place in anthropological and folkloric study.

This joke cites a different figure from don Juan de Oñate as Española’s founder. The answer is, of course, Marco Cholo—apparently, the New Mexican cousin of the famous Italian explorer of the Orient. In this punch line, this joke teller addresses Española’s special status in northern New Mexico’s discursive geography. For those who do not know, cholo is a Latin American term long used for indigenous people who are partially acculturated to the dominant Spanish-speaking culture. In the United States, cholo is an often-used (and sometimes derogatory) term for a particular working-class Chicano style (stereo)typified in its male variant by closely cropped hair, tattoos, and slang.2 In northern New Mexico, cholo refers to a part Nuevomexicano, part mainstream American, but an entirely shifty way of being that is considered somehow illicit and menacing by those passing through Española and other working-class Latino areas on their way home to neighboring communities. Much like the cholo who supposedly discovered Española, the valley’s social geography must be viewed as shifting and contradictory, and like cholos, Española, as almost all New Mexicans know, has a questionable reputation in the larger social milieu. Nevertheless, by virtue of the valley’s location between the art-tourism Meccas of Santa Fe and Taos, Española is centrally located in a regional discursive geography defined by state and popular discourses of the “Land of Enchantment.” Thus, the valley is steeped in its Nuevomexicano roots and the romanticism that accompanies them. It should be no surprise that in such a place identity is complex in its multiplicity, silences, and contradictions.
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Billboard in Arroyo Seco. An Española Valley Chamber of Commerce billboard trumpets the Española Valley just before you enter the area from the south. Photo by author.
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San Gabriel. A modest marker and cross mark the site of New Mexico’s first capital. This site is located within the boundaries of Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo. Photo by author.

The valley is also a place of suffering and tragedy. In particular, in the late 1990s a shocking series of newspaper articles and news stories in both the regional and national media described the area’s high rates of death resulting from overdoses from illegal drugs. Indeed, Española’s Rio Arriba County had the highest statistical rate of illicit drug overdoses of any county in New Mexico, with New Mexico in turn having the highest rate of illicit drug overdoses of any state (Morgan and Morgan 2002, 172, 176, 184–85, 187–88). In other words, Española is a place where discourses of tradition and the most painful aspects of modernity seem to intermingle, boil, and saturate the landscape.

In this experimental monograph, I explore the qualities of Española that imbue a subversive humor into Marco Cholo’s supposed discovery of it. This exploration is premised on Mary Douglas’s contention that a joke is a play upon form that brings into relation disparate elements. This play subverts each by presenting an alternative element hidden in the other (Douglas 1968, 366). Along these lines, I suggest that Española is, in part, the object of jokes because it represents the negative hidden within and necessitated by positive narratives of New Mexico as the “Land of Enchantment.”3 In each of this book’s chapters, I will explore the dialectical construction of narratives of Española and New Mexico. My goal is to present a vision of Española that encompasses both the positive and negative, thus using dialectical tension to enter their implicit critique and employ certain oppositional politics. I will heed the calls of cultural critics such as Slavoj Žižek, Diana Coole, Gaspar Martínez, and Michael Taussig, who tell us to tarry with the negative and, thus, privilege the condition of struggle and pain that pushes plainly to the surface between Santa Fe and Taos’s more recently painted and safely contained geographies (Coole 2000; Martínez 2001; Taussig 2004, 2006; Žižek 1993). This, I believe, is the subversive power that may be found in the ironic tellings of the Española joke. Before I delve into negativity, however, I will first briefly describe the positive narratives of enchantment that serve as Marco Cholo’s straight man.

The Land of Enchantment

Premised on the notion of Native American-Latino-Anglo “tricultural harmony,” the popular conceptualization of New Mexico as the “Land of Enchantment” powerfully fuses race, landscape, architecture, and food into romance and commodity (Lomelí, Sorell, and Padilla 2002; Rodríguez 2003). Precursors may be found in the late nineteenth-century writings of Charles Lummis (Gutiérrez 2002). In New Mexico, Lummis found a primitive, primordial place that compared favorably to both the Orient and the “heart of Africa” (Lummis 1893; Gutiérrez 2002, 21). He wrote:

Sun, silence, and adobe—that is New Mexico in three words. If a fourth were to be added, it need be only to clinch the three. It is the Great American Mystery—the United States which is no United States. Here is the land of poco tiempo—the home of “Pretty Soon.” Why hurry with the hurrying world? The “Pretty soon” of New Spain is better than the “Now! Now!” of the haggard States. The opiate sun soothes to rest, the adobe is made to lean against, the hush of day-long noon would not be broken. Let us not hasten—mañana will do. Better still pasado mañana. (Lummis 1893, 3)

A 1950s school textbook titled New Mexico: Land of Enchantment written by E. B. Mann and Fred E. Harvey pays special attention to the contributions and magical aspects of the state’s landscapes and its “Indian,” “Spanish,” and Anglo population. They write the “Land of Enchantment” means “New Mexico—The state … which delights and charms our hearts and sense” (Mann and Harvey 1955, iv):

and so this book is the story of “The Land of Enchantment.” It is a story partly of the past, partly of the present, partly of the future. It is not a complete story in any of those parts; it would take many books much larger than this to tell the complete story—and if this book is well written, it will make you want to read more of that story in the many, many books that are available. We hope it does; because the story of New Mexico is a fascinating story, as strange in parts as any fairy story, more exciting than a wild-West movie. The more you know about it, the better you will be able to understand the land and its people, the better you will be able to see and appreciate and profit from the great resources that are your heritage. (Mann and Harvey 1955, v)

The publication of such views has not diminished with time.

While the fantasy and condescending qualities of many of these works are apparent, the conceptualization of the valley in terms of the successive groups that have occupied it has some utility. Indeed, much of the valley’s social geography may be understood within this vision. The Greater Española Valley is largely located within Rio Arriba County and is situated at the center of the Rio Arriba region of northern New Mexico and southern Colorado. This region has long maintained a concentrated and long-term resident Latino, Native American, and Anglo-American population.4 Based on fieldwork completed in the mid-1960s, cultural geographer Lynn Rubright’s thesis, “A Sequent Occupance of the Española Valley, New Mexico,” outlines the historical and tricultural constitution of the valley as well as the historical evidence that can still be seen in the landscape.5 Rubright states that she first became interested in the valley when she drove through and saw landscape elements that seemed to belong to past centuries. At the time of this first impression, she thought the valley seemed to exist in a small world of its own (Rubright 1967, vii–viii).

Despite the existence of the valley in the minds of most of northern New Mexico’s residents and the reality of institutions such as the Española Valley School District and Española Valley Chamber of Commerce, the valley lacks any exact political or census designation. Rather the valley extends far beyond the limits of the city of Española and reaches from Española’s Rio Arriba County into northern Santa Fe County. In terms of census data, the valley is perhaps best understood in terms of a collection of census units including the “Española, NM Urban Cluster,” Ohkay Owingeh (San Juan Pueblo), and Santa Clara Pueblo.6 Even this inclusive definition is problematic, though, as neighboring communities such as Pojoaque share similarities in terms of ethnic makeup.

As Rubright sees it, the valley extends north and south from the Rio Grande, to the east along the Rio Grande’s Santa Cruz River to the village of Chimayó, and to the northwest up the Chama River toward the village of Abiquiú. The history of many valley communities dates to the Spanish and Mexican period of colonization, while the Native American pueblos of Ohkay Owingeh and Santa Clara are far older. Located just outside the valley are the more rural and isolated villages made famous by popular novels such as The Milagro Beanfield War and Red Sky at Morning and paintings by Georgia O’Keeffe. To the east rise the impressive Sangre de Cristo Mountains, and to the west are the Jemez Mountains. Today, the valley contains a diversity of residents including a large Native American population, an influential “Anglo” or “non-Hispanic” “white” minority, and an emerging Mexican immigrant community. Still, northern New Mexican Latinos remain the majority, control city and county politics, and are the most easily identified actors in the local social scene. Accordingly, the 2000 United States Census describes 84.4 percent of the 23,272 people who live within the “Española, NM Urban Cluster” as “Hispanic.” Similar to Española, the census counts 72.9 percent of the 41,190 people who live in Rio Arriba County as “Hispanic” and another 13.9 percent as “Native American” (United States Census Bureau 2005).
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Santa Cruz. The seventeenth-century Iglesia de Santa Cruz de la Cañada is the historic heart of the village of Santa Cruz. The village was one of the most important settlements in colonial New Mexico and is now largely surrounded by the city of Española. Photo by author.

Many Española residents—especially politicians and members of the valley’s emerging middle class—assert a vision of the valley that conforms to notions of tricultural harmony and the Land of Enchantment. Many proponents of this view cite the evidence of tradition—such as the Santuario de Chimayó, the small-scale farms of Velarde, and adobe homes that dot the landscape—as proof that the valley fits within this idealized vision of New Mexico. Española native and then New Mexico Department of Health Secretary Alex Valdez made the following statement to the visiting U.S. Senate Subcommittee of the Committee on Appropriations. In 1999, the subcommittee met in Española to discuss the valley’s reputed drug problem and methods for combating it. In the face of such negative publicity, Valdez said:

We are gathered here in Española, my hometown, where I was born and raised and where I have chosen to raise my family. I have always cherished my upbringing in the Valley with its grand vistas, wonderful culture and rich history. Anyone who enters the valley need only look to the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, with their snow caps, to our centuries old churches, to our Rio Grande River to understand what the Valley means to its inhabitants. (U.S. Congress. Senate. Committee on Appropriations. Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, State, the Judiciary, and Related Agencies 1999, 65)

Next, Valdez slipped into the local brand of multiculturalism that elides the area’s simmering conflict along ethnic and racial lines. He said:

Throughout our history, many have been captivated by its beauty, people, and way of life and have elected to stay. We welcome all who come and who bring good will. New Mexico is known as the Land of Enchantment. When you look out upon this valley, it is a microcosm of all this State has to offer. (U.S. Congress. Senate. Committee on Appropriations. Subcommittee on Commerce, Justice, State, the Judiciary, and Related Agencies 1999, 65)

The Anti-Santa Fe

Despite such championing of the valley by politicians and civic boosters such as Valdez and the longtime mayor, Richard Lucero, Española remains off the well-beaten tourist path that runs from Santa Fe to Taos and, ironically, down Española’s Riverside Drive. Unlike its neighboring communities, Española has not seen an influx of Anglo immigrants.7 Española has instead become even more “Hispanic” in recent censuses, and the Española Valley School District’s student population has become 90 percent Latino, as both Anglos and even Native Americans have found alternatives to the public school system.8 This marginalization in terms of tourism and Anglo immigration sets Española apart from other northern New Mexican communities and likely results from the fact that Española’s working-class economy has constituted an accompanying social geography. On closer look, the cultural geographer Rubright saw a landscape “marred” by its mixture of cinder-block and stucco homes, vehicles, and the television antennas sprouting like “silver weeds” from roofs (Rubright 1967, 103). This thoroughly modern landscape is matched by a local economy that is similarly defined by regional and national economic processes. Area residents now form a large part of the secondary labor force in a segmented labor market for Los Alamos and Santa Fe and, in 2009, the burgeoning casino industry of Ohkay Owingeh, Santa Clara, and Tesuque pueblos (Kosek 2006, 228–54).

Furthermore, the area now conceptualized as the Española Valley did not become known by that name until the twentieth century, and, in many ways, the valley is the creation of modern and increasingly postmodern circumstances and the specifics of American socioeconomic penetration and development. In previous times, this area was more or less recognized as a loose conglomeration of agricultural villages and Native American pueblos under the ecclesiastical authority of the parish of Santa Cruz (Ellis 1980). Robert D. Shadow and Maria J. Rodríguez-Shadow describe the Spanish- and Mexican-era settlers of what would become the American Southwest as “an agrarian-based civil population of rancher-farmers, ‘common’ everyday men and women whose livelihood rested on exploiting family labor, raising livestock and tending crops” (Rodríguez-Shadow and Shadow 1994, 1998; Shadow and Rodríguez-Shadow 1997, 173).

In May 1846, the United States declared war on Mexico and proceeded to invade its southern neighbor in a war that would prove bloody and dramatically expand the boundaries of the United States. As part of that invasion, the U.S. Army arrived in Santa Fe on August 18, 1846, after a two-month trip over the Santa Fe Trail from Fort Leavenworth, Kansas (Weber 1982, 273). A few days before, New Mexico’s governor, Manuel Armijo, judged the situation hopeless and abandoned all defenses. The invaders raised the American flag over the Santa Fe Governor’s Palace, and Kearny announced the annexation of New Mexico. Many residents continued to fight the Americans, including a battle near the Española Valley community of Santa Cruz and another just to the north of Española Valley near the village of Embudo. American forces did not gain full control until January 1847 (Weber 1982, 275). After the 1848 signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, New Mexico and the rest of Mexico’s north became a part of the southwestern United States. Following the firm establishment of U.S. authority, much of northern New Mexico was appropriated from Mexican- and Spanish-era communities by the machinations of the government and land speculators (Ebright 1994). Ultimately, most of the land in Española’s Rio Arriba County became federal and state lands, and much of the remainder now is reservation and private lands owned by Anglo-American ranchers and developers or seasonal homes for Anglo-American retirees and artists.

The city of Española’s founding in the nineteenth century and growth in the twentieth are the result of two symbols of American economic and technological power. Española was founded in 1881 as a railroad stop on the Denver and Rio Grande Railway and has since served as the area’s commercial center (Gjevre 1969).9 In the second half of the twentieth century, Española became economically bound to the Los Alamos National Laboratory—the inventors of the atomic bomb (Kosek 2006, 228–75; Masco 2006). The valley has also become the labor source for the blue-collar and service-sector elements of Los Alamos’s thriving economy. I attribute the reconceptualization of the area as the Española Valley to the rise of the city of Española, the 1950s founding of the area’s weekly newspaper, the Rio Grande Sun, the creation of the Española Valley School District in the 1960s, and the consolidation of Española High School and Santa Cruz High School into Española Valley High School in the 1970s.10

Today, driving on the highway into Española from the south, the town first appears to be a collection of fast-food restaurants, hotels, gas stations, and both adobe and mobile homes. Few tourists stop in Española proper as they do in the Native American pueblos and Latino weaving village of Chimayó.11 On the highway to Taos, Española is dominated by a Wal-Mart Supercenter, Lowe’s home improvement center, the Dreamcatcher Cineplex, and two casinos, Santa Clara Pueblo and Ohkay Owingeh enterprises, respectively. In the city itself, much of the architecture bears a resemblance to the combination of aging commercial buildings and both professionally built and vernacular architecture common to many working-class barrios in the western United States. The recognizable hearts of the centuries-old villages with their predominately adobe architecture and Native American pueblos are off the highway.

This thoroughly modern landscape is matched by a local economy that is similarly defined by regional and national economic processes. Most area Latinos’ income comes from the government, service, and retail sectors. According to figures for 1997, only 982 people in Rio Arriba County were in farm employment compared to 12,719 people who were employed in other jobs (Bureau of Economic Analysis 1999). Of those 2,159 were employed in retail trade, 4,725 were employed in service jobs, and 3,028 were employed in the government or government enterprises (Bureau of Economic Analysis 1999). I cite these figures cautiously because I suspect that in a place where people must often patch together a living from various sources of income, the actual contribution and need for agricultural income and subsistence as well as forest resources are underestimated.12 I believe, however, that the larger lesson holds true: the traditional economy of agriculture, ranching, and the collection of forest products has been superseded. Today, area residents form the labor force for the state and federal governments and tourist and recreation industries.

Moreover, this economy has often provided an uneven living for the Española Valley’s population. For many, the day-to-day effort to cobble together a living is a constant struggle. Some area families make ends meet through a precarious combination of wage labor in Los Alamos or Santa Fe, government support, small-scale agriculture, and the harvesting of forest resources. According to the 1990 census, the annual per capita income of people of “Hispanic origin” in Rio Arriba County was $7,496, compared to a national average of $15,687 for “whites” not of Hispanic origin and $8,400 for Hispanics. Indeed, Rio Arriba County is among the poorest counties in New Mexico, and New Mexico maintains some of the worst poverty rates in the United States (Dalaker 1999; United States Census Bureau 2000).13

The present social and economic geography of the Española/Los Alamos/Santa Fe economy represents a regional variant of a broader pattern of ethnically/racially segmented labor/geographies comparable to other so-called postmodern aggregates such as Los Angeles, Palo Alto, and Austin/San Antonio. Key to this analysis is the fact that the United States is the wealthiest country in the world and at the same time the nation-state with the greatest economic inequality between the rich and poor and the most disproportionate wealth distribution of all so-called developed countries, as evidenced by the differences between contiguous neighborhoods and neighboring towns. Indeed, Víctor Valle and Rodolfo Torres’s descriptions of Los Angeles in their book Latino Metropolis often reads disconcertingly like descriptions of Española/Los Alamos/Santa Fe. On second thought, such commonalities should not be surprising. Northern New Mexicans have a long history of immigration and, sometimes, return to and from California that is similar to that of Mexican nationals.14

Interestingly, the valley is also known for the local retooling of one American icon, the car, into a symbol of Latino identity, the lowrider. Over the last three decades, the modified cars have become inseparable from Española’s wider reputation. The community is often called the lowrider capital of the world. Brenda Jo Bright’s 1998 article in American Ethnologist and a chapter in her widely cited dissertation, “Mexican American Low Riders: An Anthropological Approach to Popular Culture,” focus on lowrider culture in the greater Española Valley community of Chimayó (Bright 1994, 1998). In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the Ohkay Casino in the pueblo of Ohkay Owingeh hosted a major lowrider show that attracted attendees from all over New Mexico and southern Colorado and featured major national music acts such as South Park Mexican. The show was prominently featured in the August 2001 issued of Lowrider magazine (Gilbert 2001, 105–6, 216–18).

In reference to the irrefutable realities of such a landscape, the recent Lonely Planet guide to Santa Fe and Taos succinctly describes Española as a sort of anti-Santa Fe (Penland 2004). Paige Penland, the guide’s author, contrasts Española’s seemingly authentic social milieu with the simulated adobe, art galleries, and expensive nouveau New Mexican cuisine of the popular tourist destination and artist colony to the south.15 She states that in Española, the adobes are real and restaurants are “authentic and inexpensive.” In reference to lowriders, she wrote that “masterpieces” are exhibited at “Sonic drive-ins rather than museums” (Penland 2004, 122). She further states:

At the heart of the northern Rio Grande Valley, Española was designed for commerce, not postcards. Sure the setting is stunning, book ended by the Jemez Mountains and Truchas Peak, with the lush farms of the Rio Grande as a dramatic centerpiece but the city itself feels absolutely no need to gussy itself up for sightseers. (Penland 2004, 121–22)

[image: Image]

A View of the Valley and Mountains. This picture looks down toward the city of Española’s historic center. Photo by author.

The guide’s author is not alone in her view of the valley. Some thirty years earlier, an academic writer confessed to a similar but more negative, in the popular sense, first reaction to Española. In the only anthropological monograph focused on Española proper, Spanish anthropologist Alfredo Jiménez Núñez’s Los hispanos de Nuevo México made
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