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MATT REMBE

Cultural landscapes are ultimately about people, not plants. Landscapes reflect the culture of people who lived there—how they lived, how they interacted with the land, what they grew, and their values. Los Poblanos has become a singular cultural landscape, shaped not only by New Mexico’s rich culture and the Rio Grande Valley but also by architects, gardeners, farmers, chefs, innkeepers, beekeepers, and even visitors, who come from all over the world to experience what makes it unique. But it wasn’t always that way. Local New Mexico horticulture legend Judith Phillips has played a very important role in how the landscape at Los Poblanos has been preserved and how it has evolved over the last fifteen years. While my family set out on a very deliberate mission to preserve the gardens at Los Poblanos and endeavors to perpetuate its agricultural history, we never imagined it would become recognized as an important cultural landscape.

I grew up at Los Poblanos, along with my older sister, Emily, and two older brothers, Armin and Jay. It was very much a Huck Finn type of childhood—truly magical. It was no longer a real ranch at that point, but ranch had been part of its name for more than fifty years, so that’s what we always called it. It was more like a little farm estate—twenty-five acres of lush gardens, green lawns, giant cottonwood trees, stone acequias, rundown barns, and open fields of alfalfa, all nestled in the heart of the Rio Grande Valley. The entrance then was the same as it is today—a majestic tree-lined allée that split the property into two halves: a more formal half designed for cultural events and a residential half combined with a real working farm. That’s the half my parents bought from the Simms family in 1977, and it has been their home ever since. There were orchards, rose gardens, vegetable gardens, a greenhouse, a hay barn, a wine cellar, dilapidated dairy buildings, a duck pond, and corrals and pens for the animals. The territorial revival buildings looked out toward the Sandia Mountains, with their backs against the Griegos Lateral, the irrigation ditch that fed from the Rio Grande, only several hundred yards behind it and the lifeblood of this valley for centuries. The entire North Valley was our playground, and Los Poblanos was the center of it all.

Although we grew up with very little to worry about, our parents did instill in us the ethic of work early on. We all had daily chores—tending to chickens, pigs, goats, and sheep. On weekends we had to clean the pens before we could play with our friends, many of whom lived within a mile and were a constant presence at the ranch. We rode our bikes everywhere, up and down the acequias and along the river, being careful not to get run over by dirt bikers, whose motors’ beelike swarming sounds were as common as the cicadas and toads. We filled up our bike tires at an old Chevron station only a few hundred yards down Rio Grande Boulevard. Just to the north was “Dead Man’s Curve,” a sharp turn in the road that most people knew as Buffalo Curve, named for a herd of buffalo that grazed alongside the two-lane road. The turn was sharp enough to be precarious on its own, but the added distraction of seeing a herd of buffalo while you made the hairpin turn only contributed to the problem. My dad was a doctor and more than once had to extract someone who had wrecked their motorcycle on the whitewashed farm fence that separated the curve from our fields.

We had rope swings over the acequias and played football on the little sand bed islands in the Rio Grande. On summer nights we rounded up more than a dozen kids to play cagey-cagey, our version of capture the flag; we jailed captured players in an old hog cage among the farm buildings. And like many rural youngsters, we were allowed to drive on the farm at a fairly young age. Enough hours logged on the John Deere rider mower somehow afforded me the right to drive a little pickup truck anywhere on the farm. After school, my fellow sixth-graders clung on for dear life in the back of the truck as I took corners at full throttle and cranked the emergency brake on the gravel to see if I could shake anyone loose. Luckily, nobody died during all these adventures, although we did experience the occasional broken leg (me) or someone getting kicked in the face by a horse (me again).

Despite both of my parents having demanding jobs, they somehow found plenty of time to devote to the farm and gardens. On any given weeknight, they spent time watering, pruning, weeding, and killing squash bugs or aphids, usually with a cold Coors beer can in one hand. Those evenings were often weeknights and the risk of being put to work was low, so it a nice time to just be together. We weren’t really a family that gathered around the dinner table for deep conversation, so it was rare when we all slowed down like that in one place. It wasn’t until many years later that I realized how important that time was for my parents’ relationship. Apart from doing something they both equally loved, it was cathartic for my father, who as an oncologist faced pain and suffering every day. It also made space for my mother to share her day with him, as he left early in the morning, when it was still dark. They never took living at Los Poblanos for granted. They recognized how special it was, shared it with the community at every opportunity, and expressed a deep gratitude for living there by devoting the rest of their lives to stewardship of Los Poblanos. My parents remained happily married for fifty-five years, until my father’s passing in 2021.

My parents were heavily inspired and driven by the accomplishments of Ruth Simms, who along with her husband, Albert, conceived most of Los Poblanos Ranch. She accomplished so much in so little time, and it’s daunting to think how many details she got right. In addition to selecting John Gaw Meem to oversee the architecture, she also hired pioneer landscape architect Rose Greely to design the gardens. It has truly taken our family a lifetime to understand what Ruth and Albert, together with John Gaw Meem, designed and built between in 1932 and 1937.

It is very surprising that Ruth Simms is still somewhat unknown in our state, but she has always been a hero of the tallest order in our family. Many New Mexico heroes are artists and writers, such as Paul Horgan, Will Shuster, Peter Hurd, and Mable Dodge Lujan. Others are lesser known, but they helped shape my parents’ understanding of Los Poblanos Ranch. Architect John Gaw Meem unquestionably made the biggest impact, especially as he was a pioneer in historic preservation in a state with the oldest architecture in the country. There were also scholars like E. Boyd, who came to document New Mexico art as part of the New Deal, and Dorothy Doolittle, who wrote one of the first books on Southwest gardening. More recently, the list includes architectural historian Chris Wilson, author of the definitive book on John Gaw Meem, and Stanley Crawford, a novelist and garlic farmer who wrote on the primeval acequia systems that are disappearing during our lifetime. And very deserving to be on the list is the Southwest’s foremost expert on plants—Judith Phillips. Judith has devoted her entire life to understanding our soil, our climate, our plants, and our entire ecosystem, much of which she has shared in her five books. When our family set out to create a long-range preservation plan for Los Poblanos Ranch, Judith was the obvious choice to help us with plant selections aligned with the history of Los Poblanos and our future goals for a more regenerative approach to horticulture. The work was much more challenging and complex than any of us thought, and twenty years later, Judith is the only person with the knowledge, expertise, and stamina to write this thorough history of Los Poblanos.

MATT REMBE,

executive director of Los Poblanos




Acknowledgments [image: Image]

Book projects are always collaborations, and because writing history is a new experience for me, I am especially grateful for the help of all the people who aided and abetted in bringing The Gardens of Los Poblanos to life.

Deepest thanks to Penny and Armin Rembe for sowing the seeds of preservation, and thanks to the whole Rembe family for generously allowing me a glimpse into their history in the making and for describing how the gardens have colored their lives. Matt Rembe offered insight into his vision that has allowed the ongoing preservation of Los Poblanos while making it the vibrant experience it is, and kudos to the teams of worker bees who guide that experience.

Thanks to Albert, Mary, and Frank Simms, who graciously answered my requests for memories of their time at Los Poblanos.

The Los Poblanos management team includes Wes Brittenham, director of horticulture; Maxfield Bervig, farm manager; Jonathan Perno, former executive chef; Christopher Bethoney, head chef; Jhette Gonzales-Duran, kitchen manager and food facility manager; and Jamie Lord, lead distiller. These talented and hardworking folks offered insights into their roles in furthering the mission at Los Poblanos. Lauren Kemner, former marketing manager; Amy Carrara, design and brand manager; and Kate Garner, culture and community event director, directed me to archival information included in these pages. Thanks to Katherine Trujillo, executive assistant, for fielding “just one more question” multiple times. I thank them all for adding a layered perspective to the daily workings of this dynamic place.

Archivists are the gatekeepers of history. Heather Riser from University of Virginia Special Collections, Jillian Hartke from the Albuquerque Museum of Art and History, Selena Capraro from the Amon Carter Museum of American Art, Leslie Kim, curator of history at the Albuquerque Museum of Art and History, and Audra Bellmore from the Center for Southwest Research at the University of New Mexico all opened their treasure troves and directed me to information and photographs that help illuminate the past and deepen the story.

Thanks to Pam McBride, paleoethnobotanist, and Marcia Newren, recovering archaeologist, for reading the backstory of the land that is Los Poblanos and clarifying how science reconstructs the past.

Thanks to Doug Strech and Yasmine Najmi with the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District, who sought out the maps that illustrate the changes in land use at Los Poblanos and described the water conservation strategies MRGCD is implementing to assure farmers’ access to the water needed to grow our food.

Many thanks to Hannah Aulick, landscape designer and graphic artist, who worked with me on the as-built site maps and bird’s-eye views of the gardens of Los Poblanos in all their complexity, growing in beauty and adapting to a changing world.

Thanks to Stefanos Polyzoides, partner at Moule & Polyzoides, Architects and Urbanists, and cofounder of the Congress for the New Urbanism, and Shawn Evans, principal at Atkins Olshin and Schade Architects, for the use of their project graphics.

Thanks to Wes Brittenham, Douglas Merriam, Lauren Kemner, Hunter Ten Broeck, Baker Morrow, Carlos Alejandro, and Sergio Salvador for photographs that illustrate the story of the gardens.

Thanks to Baker Morrow for initiating this project. His esteem for the history of New Mexico and for the history and practice of landscape architecture has enriched many lives.

Thanks to Chris Wilson for deepening my understanding of the architectural and cultural layers at Los Poblanos.

Thanks to family and friends who have kindly listened to more about Los Poblanos in the past few years than anyone needs to.

Finally, many thanks to all the guests at Los Poblanos Inn and at Campo, and thanks to the shoppers who keep clearing the Farm Shop shelves of lavender salve and other products that have evolved from the idea that climate-adapted plants add value to lives along the Rio Grande and far beyond. I offer gratitude for your support of Los Poblanos. You make possible preservation of the historic hacienda and La Quinta and the future of farms and gardens growing along the Rio.




[image: Image]


Bosque with moon. The ebb and flow of life along the Rio Grande is a long and complex story of adaptation and innovation by both people and plants. Since 1932 it has been the story of the gardens of Los Poblanos. Photograph by the author.
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INTRODUCTION

The Story of Los Poblanos

Wisdom sits in places.

—Dudley Patterson, Cibecue Apache elder

Los Poblanos Inn and Organic Farm—the gardens of Los Poblanos—occupies twenty-five acres of land near the Rio Grande northwest of Albuquerque in the village of Los Ranchos de Albuquerque. This is the ancestral land of the Tiguex peoples, whose descendants today are the Tue-I Isleta and Na-Fiat Sandia Puebloans. The ebb and flow of life here is a long and complex story of adaptation and innovation by both people and plants. The name Los Poblanos comes from early colonial settlers who came to New Mexico from Puebla, Mexico. These farmers were called poblanos. This land has been gardened in one way or another for ten thousand years, and Los Poblanos is important to landscape architecture as one of the last remaining and accessible examples of Country Place landscapes in New Mexico, with architecture noteworthy in the history of New Mexico and gardens worthy of the architecture. The Country Place era in American landscape architecture began in the 1870s and was brought to a near standstill by the Great Depression. It was a time when the newly mega-wealthy financed the design and building of mansions on large rural landholdings, often as summer homes. These nouveau palaces were surrounded by equally resplendent gardens designed by the cream of American landscape architects, including Frederick Law Olmsted, the first American described as such, Beatrix Farrand, Jens Jensen, and, most pertinent to the story of the gardens of Los Poblanos, Rose Greely.

The work of John Gaw Meem and Rose Greely at Los Poblanos elevates the story of the gardens of Los Poblanos to one of particular significance in the Country Place era. John Gaw Meem was one of the preeminent architects of the twentieth century in the Southwest. First trained in civil engineering in Virginia after a youth spent in Brazil, Meem came to New Mexico to recover from tuberculosis and quickly developed a deep appreciation of the simple beauty and climate-consciousness of the traditional adobe architecture he encountered there. His career combined adapting historic adobe architecture to modern uses while preserving its integrity with designing contemporary architecture that evoked regional traditions without trying to replicate them. Meticulous attention to detail and use of local materials as well as a new interpretation of ancient methods created his uniquely regional contemporary architecture, which came to be called Santa Fe style.

Rose Greely was one of the first women architects and landscape architects in the United States. She began her independent design career in 1925 at the height of the Country Place era, and she also wrote extensively for House Beautiful magazine, sharing her experience with an interested readership. Her broad background gave her a great facility for linking indoor and outdoor spaces. Although Los Poblanos is her only known project in the Southwest, her penchant for functionality and her ability to observe and assess similarities and differences in growing conditions served her remarkably well when working in an ecosystem so different than that of the East Coast. Together with property owner Ruth Simms, Meem and Greely created a lasting legacy at Los Poblanos, elevating a beautiful working ranch to a noteworthy country place. The Simms–Greely collaboration at Los Poblanos is still vital today.

Because of the people involved, Los Poblanos has always been an international crossroads in the once remote and ever idiosyncratic desert Southwest. There is abundant archaeological evidence of brisk and far-reaching communications and trade between the Ancestral Puebloans of the Rio Grande Valley, the people of present-day Mexico, and likely peoples farther south in the Americas. Since Theodore Roosevelt visited in the Simms era, Los Poblanos has hosted political leaders from presidents to ambassadors, mayors, and councilors, artists from muralists to musicians, poets and painters, academics, actors and farmers, doctors and lawyers, tech wizards, scientists, and neighbors and their families. The diverse guest list reflects the influence this garden and its stewards have had over time. The present gardens of Los Poblanos are tended by farmers who see the land as their living and life-giving mother in the spirit of the earliest farmers. The farmers partner with chefs offering inspired preparation and alfresco servings of locally grown foods. Both farmers’ and chefs’ missions are to feed people well. The gardens have a history of providing a taste of the cultures and traditions of New Mexico. Whether restful and contemplative or sensory and exploratory, guests today are surrounded by plants that feed the body and soul.

Although much has been written about the architecture of Los Poblanos, very little has been documented about the gardens. Even early photographs focus on the buildings, with only passing glimpses of the surrounding landscape. Having been designed and built well, and continuously well cared for, the historic buildings tell many wonderful stories. While it is apropos that the architecture of John Gaw Meem is celebrated, the landscape nestled beneath cottonwoods, crosscut by acequias and lush with blooming and edible plantings, is a large part of the appeal of this place. I am gratified to have been involved in the landscape planning for the transition of the historic gardens to present-day Los Poblanos, enthusiastic because I knew the gardens were essential in its past and would be as important as the architecture in its future. I am honored to tell this story of the gardens. This is the saga of the many influences that the owners, designers, and gardeners have had on the evolution of the gardens. It is also the story of the impact the gardens have had on the preservation of agrarian roots in the neighboring properties in the village of Los Ranchos and well beyond, and in the paradigm shift from exploitation back to resiliency.

Querencia is a metaphysical concept expressed in a single Spanish word. The most common local meaning is having a strong relationship to a place and a personal identification with it, finding a safe haven and a feeling of belonging to that place. The name Los Poblanos could be used as a synonym. Perhaps it is the glimpse back in time that captures the imagination or the careful plans for future resilience that restore our hope. Certainly, it is the seasonal menus at Campo, the restaurant; the latent scent of lavender mingling with old roses in summer or piñon woodsmoke; and the chortling sounds of sandhill cranes in winter that call us home. Querencia is the reason Los Poblanos has persisted so wonderfully intact through time, created and stewarded by the generous people who have lovingly cared for this place and who graciously share it with others.

In these days of more extreme extremes in climate, the gardens are a nearly century-long timeline of the changes in landscape style and content driven by cultural expectations and climatic realities. Although plants are always my personal focus, gardens are more than plants, and plants are much more than mere fillers of garden space. The way the land is apportioned and the way it is used have driven and continue to spur the planting choices. Cultural values and the spirit of the time are strong influences. The most recent planning and planting for the phases of the evolution at Los Poblanos included keeping the landscape a coherent whole, which meant adopting plants growing in the existing gardens that have thrived there over time, blending them with more heat- and drought-adapted species that will be resilient, demanding fewer resources into the future, and balancing water use with food value—nourishing with beauty and taste. In other words, the program was to be mindful of past successes and to guide the gardens into a vital tomorrow, “rooted in history; planting seeds for the future.”

Some of the layouts and many of the plants chosen to fulfill those goals have changed considerably over the last one hundred years. Yet it is remarkable how much has been maintained given the changes in how the garden has been used and the people using it over time. Early in human history here, the landscape was essentially what nature provided. As cultivating useful native plants evolved into small-scale agriculture, coaxing crops and gleaning medicines out of this arid land left little time for ornamentals. Unbiased by human cultural values, all plants are valuable in some way. Birds and bees appraise the landscape much differently than do humans. In addition to the saturated flower color that lures pollinators, many desert plants combine architectural forms with aromatic foliage that can be diaphanous, sometimes ephemeral—qualities that draw people into the garden. The unadorned native landscape has a raw elegance that perhaps satisfied any need for enhancement that weary farmers could muster after a long day’s labor. The sun rising over a wash of sunflowers in the 1400s, a flooded cornfield in the 1800s, or flowers abuzz with bees in the rows of lavender today, or the watermelon pink light on the Sandia Mountains at sunset then and now—the beautiful thread of gardening has never been broken, although what is grown has evolved. I use the term gardening as an umbrella for tending plants, whether farming for food or for the beauty of the plants in a designed setting, whether on a small plot or on many acres. Landscape, in the telling of this story, is the larger ecosystem that provides context for the tended gardens.

From colonial times, the influence on North America’s gardens was from the Old World. The estates of the founders were stripped of their native plants and replanted with exotics from temperate zones across the planet, mostly funneled through Spain or England. Pampered exotics and acres devoted to lawns kept manicured by grazing sheep were signs of status in the early settlements of the eastern United States and later the Midwest. The Southwest has always been a cultural anomaly. The climate has made planting exotics a costly gamble. Plants need to be adapted to diurnal fluctuations in temperature of fifty degrees Fahrenheit, single-digit humidity, dust-laden desiccating wind, and periods of dry soil alternated with downpours that saturate the ground. The survivors are tough, many of them are natives, and all are more likely to thrive once they are well rooted. Gambling gardeners hedge their bets. Taking advantage of summer monsoonal moisture when it comes, planting species that are out of their comfort zones in the cooler or warmer wind-protected locations they need to endure, watering adequately, and improving soil health rather than forcing growth with harsh chemicals are all strategies that can broaden the plant palette beyond locally native species when necessary or culturally expected.

Early in the urbanization of Albuquerque, the horticultural hype was that if you changed the conditions enough—acidify the soil or at the very least amend it copiously with organic matter, which is slow to develop in desert soils and is quickly exhausted; buffer the wind with walls and fences; and water, water, water—you could grow just about anything here. Although the city has a vast and deep aquifer, once sold by developers as “the size of Lake Superior,” the aquifer is not an inland sea of water; it is a mix of water, soils, and gravels, some of which are much less productive for the mining of water. Look at the undeveloped desert surrounding Albuquerque and understand that if Lake Superior seems too good to be true, it is because it is a mirage. The comparison might be more akin to a subterranean Aral Sea. And climate change is sunburning the emperor who has no clothes.

I came to the Southwest with gardening experience in the Midwest, book knowledge of the plants native here, and descriptions of the relationships Native peoples had with them. For as long as I can remember, I have always been aware of the plants around me—the copper beeches, carpets of moss, tiny flavor-packed wild strawberries, and raspberries that fed my childhood adventures in western New York. My grandfather always grew a big vegetable garden, and we harvested baskets of succulent peaches from my aunt’s tree, but my first experiences of the bounty of the land were wild foraged, abundant, and soul-satisfying. When I found myself living amid the factory fields of corn and soybeans in Indiana, I sought out remnants of native vegetation, finding wild blackberries, shagbark hickories, and spring beauties in untillable drainage ways in the fields and along creeks. The southwestern landscape seemed so harsh by comparison, but I soon grew to respect and honor the plants growing here. Taken with the brilliant colors and soft textures of some plants and the prickly nature of others, I began to marvel at sunlight glinting off the gold or silver spines of cacti, the indelible imprint of agave leaves on each other as they unfolded, the pink haze of Apache plume and bush muhly seed heads. I was finally home and will gladly spend the rest of my life studying arid land plants with the endless inspiration they offer. The overarching lesson has been the value of diversity and reciprocity.

Early Native peoples understood that soil is alive, that the life of the soil is essential to plant health, and that people are nourished by the earth spiritually as well as physically. Present-day gardeners are only now relearning the importance of soil ecology. Native soils are symbiotic living systems; their microbial life supports and is supported by native plants. When growing exotic food crops, building, and maintaining soil health is essential not only for the vitality of the plants but
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Sources, and an Invitation to Dig Deeper


	Keith H. Basso. Wisdom Sits in Places: Landscape and Language Among the Western Apache. Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1996.
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