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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 
In 1979, David H. Snow wrote about Hispano communities in New 

Mexico: 
 

[T]he way in which people arrange themselves on the landscape is a reflection of 
the patterns of social organization developed in response to natural and cultural 
environmental factors. Household units, aggregated and clustered into visually 
discrete, compactly arranged villages, appear to be organized and structured 
differently, and for different reasons, than dispersed economic units. Where 
environmental factors allow or create variable conditions, responses to them will 
be manifest in locally and regionally variable inter- and intra-community or 
village organization through time with respect to subsistence needs and practices, 
defense, political, economic, and religious activities, and to ecological 
constraints.1 

 
Snow’s remarks some thirty years later remained valid for the Intermountain 

West. 

Extending from the Great Plains to the Great Basin, the American 

Intermountain West is a study in contrasts and extremes. One corner of this 

vast region is Mora County, New Mexico, in the northeastern part of the 

forty-seventh state (Figure 1.1). Mora County’s 1,933 square miles includes a 

variety of terrain, from the Canadian River gorge at 6,500 feet above sea level 

across the plains westward to the peaks of the Sangre de Cristo Range at 

more than 13,000 feet above sea level. The population in 2000 was 5,180, 

  

 
1 David H. Snow, “Rural Hispanic Community Organization in Northern New Mexico: An 
Historical Perspective.” In Paul Kutsche, ed., The Survival of Spanish American Villages. 
(Colorado Springs: The Research Committee of the Colorado College, 1979), 45-46. 
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Figure. 1.1. Mora County within New Mexico. 
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with more than a quarter of the residents living below the poverty line.2 The 

county seat is Mora in the western part of the county. Wagon Mound is the 

only incorporated town in the county. It had a population of 369 in 2000. The 

village and nearby Fort Union are on the Cimarron Cutoff of the old Santa Fe 

Trail.3 

The county is of interest for several reasons, not least among them that 

it presents a combination of landscapes and appropriate economic strategies 

people in the area have historically used. Mora County, thriving and 

prosperous in the days of the Santa Fe Trail, has fallen into grinding poverty 

over the last one hundred years.  

This thesis will examine Tapetes de Lana, a Mora County nonprofit 

corporation dedicated both to alleviating poverty and to preserving the 

traditional art of weaving. It will assess Tapetes de Lana as a vehicle for 

economic justice—local Hispanos reclaiming their pride and economic power 

despite deep poverty and economic marginalization. As Snow has written,  

The focus of rural village organization and social integration, the 
institutions which weld the people together. . .is ultimately on the 
land. Anglo socio-economic, legal and political systems have created 
considerable stress on communities and on individuals as they 
damaged the Hispanic land base. The partial success of rural 
communities in retaining identity in the face of the historical pressures 
facing them since 1848 is due in large measure to their tenacious 
attachment to the land.4 
 

 
2 http://www.factfinder.census.gov/, accessed September 7, 2008. 
3 http://www.moravalley.com/facts.htm, accessed September 6, 2008. 
4 Snow, “Rural Hispanic Community Organization in Northern New Mexico,” 52. 
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This thesis also presents a synthesis of literature on Mora County’s 

environmental history, geographical context, and economy, and extends the 

concept of economic justice to Mora County by examining Tapetes de Lana, 

chartered in 1998 and based in Mora, which trains local weavers and sells 

the fruits of their labors to provide earned income. It purports to show that 

the weavers of Tapetes de Lana are improving their economic state and thus 

the power relationships Hispanos have traditionally had with “the other” 

(Anglos) since the acquisition of New Mexico by the United States after the 

Mexican War. Likewise, it suggests that at least in some small measure 

Hispanos through organizations like Tapetes de Lana are transcending the 

subaltern status that was handed down to them after that war, one that 

worsened, throughout the county’s history. And, finally, it hopes to show that 

through its recent growth and change, Tapetes de Lana is materially 

improving the lives of Mora County citizens. 

Mora County ranges from the grasslands of the Llano Estacado and 

the Canadian River gorge canyon country in the east to the Sangre de Cristo 

mountains in the west. Near the Canadian, grasslands provide one of the 

most productive grazing grounds for livestock in the Intermountain West, 

while in the Mora Valley to the west irrigation ditches fed by mountain 

snowmelt bring life-giving water and green hay and crops to the valley below.  

After the Mexican War of 1846-48, under the terms of the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo, the United States agreed to recognize the land grants 
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previously made by Spain and Mexico to the residents of New Mexico. 

However, the recognition was complicated by the nature of the land grants. 

They commonly contained small parts that were granted to individual 

families among the petitioners for a grant and a much larger part, ejidos, 

which were of much greater area of common land that was held and used 

collectively by all the grantee families.5  

In Mora County, as in the rest of northern New Mexico, there is a long 

tradition of economic dependence on the environment and, as with many 

other places, the changes from a subsistence economy to a modern cash 

economy have resulted in social and economic decline.6 David Snow has 

characterized northern New Mexico as having “only recently made the 

transition from a subsistence economy characterized by the near absence of 

cash and dominated by reciprocity of goods and services at the local level, to a 

market-oriented system supported by the flow of cash generated from outside 

the local community or household unit.”7  

The economy of Mora County in the mid-nineteenth century benefited 

from the Santa Fe Trail and the needs of the Santa Fe trade. Later, after Fort 

Union was built to protect the trail, Mora County farmers supplied the fort 

with hay and feed, and Mora County merchants also supplied the needs of 

 
5 Malcolm Ebright, Land Grants and Lawsuits in Northern New Mexico (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1994), 106. 
6 William deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation: The Life and Hard Times of a New Mexico 
Mountain Range (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1985), 209. 
7 Snow, “Rural Hispanic Community Organization in Northern New Mexico,” 49. 
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fort personnel. Sociologist Clark S. Knowlton ascribes to nineteenth-century 

Mora County what he terms a “semi-subsistence economy,” including 

sheepraising using the common lands of the grant and intensive irrigated 

agriculture in the low places of the county’s western half—most notably, the 

Mora Valley itself. 8 

 But in 1879 the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad came rolling in to 

Las Vegas. Soon afterward input from materials brought on the rails dwarfed 

the economic impact of Mora County. Housing styles changed to include 

ready-made building materials shipped in from elsewhere, such as metal 

roofs, which supplanted the native building style and created a new, iconic 

architecture of the area.9 Business was much more often conducted on a cash 

basis.  

Much has been written about the land-grant controversies of northern 

New Mexico. Such is the case for Rio Arriba County, where a popular 

uprising in the 1960s culminated in a raid in June 1967 on the courthouse in 

Tierra Amarilla. Laura Pulido, author of Environmentalism and Economic 

Justice: Two Chicano Struggles in the Southwest, seizes on this event as a 

touchstone of the struggle for the Tierra Amarilla Grant in Rio Arriba 

 
8 Clark S. Knowlton, “The Mora Land Grant: A New Mexican Tragedy.” In Malcolm Ebright, 
ed., Spanish and Mexican Land Grants and the Law (Manhattan, KS: Sunflower University 
Press, 1989), 60. 
9 Beverley Spears, American Adobes: Rural Houses of Northern New Mexico (Santa Fe: 
Ancient City Press, 1986), 93. 
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County, and she casts the existence of Ganados del Valle and its efforts to 

graze its sheep on public land as the vindication of the struggle.10  

Nearby, in Mora County, in 1835 José Tapia and other families had 

petitioned Mexican Governor Albino Pérez for lands in the Mora Valley that 

they had settled since 1832. In response, Pérez issued documents for the 

Town of Mora Grant on September 28, 1835 (Figure 1.2). 11 The grant 

encompassed 827,631 acres, of which all 827,631 the United States later 

confirmed, though not before an arduous progression through the Congress 

and the Court of Land Claims, with a side trip through the uncertainties of 

surveying high-country land at that time.12 

 Malcolm Ebright, author of Land Grants and Lawsuits in Northern 

New Mexico, notes, “the stories of land loss and displacement resulting from 

the U.S. invasion of the Southwest need to be told over and over  whether or 

not the U.S. government or the state government ever provides  

 
10 Laura Pulido, Environmentalism and Economic Justice: Two Chicano Struggles in the 
Southwest (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1996), 144. 
11 The Mora Grant mentioned earlier in this chapter encompassed not just Mora County, but 
parts of what are now Colfax, Taos, San Miguel, and Santa Fe counties. The present work 
will refer to the modern bounds of Mora County, except when discussing the Mora Grant 
specifically. 
12 http://www.southwestbooks.org/grantslr.htm, accessed July 26, 2008. 
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Figure 1.2. 1873 Map of the Mora Grant and Surrounds 
(http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/map_item.pl?data=/home/www/data/gmd/gmd432/g4320/g4320/np0
00067.jp2&style=cnsvmap&itemLink=D?gmd:2:./temp/~ammem_tAk6:
:&title=Colton's%20New%20Mexico%20and%20Arizona, accessed on 
October 27, 2008).13 
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13This map shows Mora County before Harding County was created from the trans-Canadian 
part of Mora. 
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any redress or even admits responsibility for the injustice of land grant 

adjudication.”14 

Private grant lands in New Mexico typically were arranged in strips 

running uphill from the course of a body of flowing water, whether a stream 

or an acequia. The land stretched through pasture, timber, and high pasture 

that was used as part of the economic pattern of vertical transhumance—

taking advantage of the grazing resources in the high country in summer and 

bringing the stock to a lower elevation in the winter.15 The practice ensured 

that each grant holder would receive a share of the resources that were 

necessary to making a life in the subsistence economy. Still in 2008, as lands 

have been fragmented through successive generations, in Mora County as 

elsewhere in New Mexico’s grant lands, such strips still exist—some only as 

wide as 30 feet—to ensure diversity of terrain and resources for each heir.  

The ejido lands provided the groundwork for cooperation in the 

community. All the people needed to share the grazing resources provided 

therein in order to make the economy and the community viable. Indeed, 

under this system military surveyor W. L. Carpenter in 1876 predicted that  

 
14 Ebright, Land Grants and Lawsuits in Northern New Mexico, Introduction to 3d edition (in 
press), as quoted in La Jicarita News, July 2008, 7. 
15 John R. Van Ness, “Hispanic Village Organization in Northern New Mexico: Corporate 
Community Structure in Historical and Comparative Perspective,” in Kutsche, ed., The 
Survival of Spanish American Villages, 23. 
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“the section drained by the Canadian River and its tributaries . . . is a fine 

tract for all kinds of live-stock, and is par excellence the future great wool-

growing center of the West.”16 

Carpenter noted, though, that the ambiguous status of Spanish and 

Mexican land grants stood in the way of the success of the territory. 

Particularly, the grants were such large tracts that private individuals could 

hardly hope to purchase or own them. Companies instead took possession. A 

group of lawyers, for example, took land as their fee as the litigants could not 

pay in cash for the adjudication of their land claims. Overall, the transition in 

the nineteenth century to a cash economy spelled disaster for the livelihood of 

Mora County’s people, as did the closing of Fort Union and consequential loss 

of demand for the area’s products and services.   

The steps necessary to patent a Spanish or Mexican land grant 

through the United States government were complicated. Even today, the 

continuing contention in other areas of New Mexico in the area of land-grant 

and especially water-rights adjudication is complicated.  No one knew in the 

nineteenth century just how complicated the process of proving land title 

would be. The title to the land grant in question had to pass through the 

office of the Surveyor General of New Mexico, who would then, if satisfied 

with the provenance of a grant from the Spanish or Mexican government, 

recommend to the Congress that the grant be patented. If the Surveyor 

 
16 deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation, 169. 
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General was not satisfied, the grant could not be patented by Congress. In 

the case of the Mora Grant, although the original grant documents from 1835 

issued by the Mexican government had been lost, the Surveyor General was 

content with the boundaries of the grant as represented and recommended to 

Congress that it be patented. 17 

The United States government had yet to survey the boundaries of the 

grant. The traditional boundaries of the grant were the Rio de Ocate to the 

north; the confluence of the Sapello and Mora Rivers on the south; the Aguaje 

de la Yegua springs on a common boundary between the Mora and Las Vegas 

grants to the east; and the Vega del Estillero pass from the Sangre de Cristos 

to the valleys below, on the west.18 

The Mora Grant was first surveyed under United States control by 

Thomas Means, who found the job tricky. His superiors had dispatched him 

to the area in July 1861. His mission was to map the grant and find the 

boundary calls that had been submitted to and approved by Congress on June 

21, 1860, in confirming the grant. 19 

The Surveyor General ultimately accepted Means’ work, but not until 

June 1876, though he had completed the field survey during the summer of 

1861. The survey’s acceptance was delayed by the supposed ambiguity of two 

of the boundary landmarks, the Aguaje de la Yegua and the Estillero, which 

 
17 Knowlton, “The Mora Grant,” 62. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
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necessitated litigation and allowed the infamous Santa Fe Ring to get a 

toehold and eventually much more in ownership of the Mora Grant.  

The Santa Fe Ring was notorious. It played a large part in the common 

people’s loss of the lands of the Mora Grant. Its principals were Thomas 

Catron and Stephen Elkins, lawyers from the eastern United States who 

migrated west after the Civil War and who both became prominent in New 

Mexico affairs after their arrival in the territory. 

Rio Arriba County has witnessed an eventual expropriation of the 

Tierra Amarilla grant lands into the Santa Fe National Forest. In Mora 

County, a similar public taking of land-grant lands has occurred, primarily as 

elsewhere to the benefit of the National Forest system—in this case, the 

Carson and Santa Fe National Forests. Mora County villagers must now 

apply and pay for permits to graze their livestock where before they owned 

the land in common through the ejido system. The permitting process has 

engendered widespread resentment against the federal government, and 

particularly the United States Forest Service, the eventual recipient of the 

majority of the common lands. The very government that is the root of 

injustice, as they see it, issues grazing permits on the very lands that once 

belonged to them collectively and, under the permitting system, are given a 

quota of allowable stock—or sometimes denied permission altogether.20 

 
20 deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation, 248-249. 
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The New Mexican tragedy, as one author terms the Mora Land Grant 

controversy, has received less attention than some other grant difficulties, 

though this belies its importance. Clark Knowlton traces the litigation 

surrounding the Mora Grant as perhaps the primary exemplar of the 

chicanery and common-lands injustice found throughout northern New 

Mexico in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It is injustice 

that has yet to be rectified. In fact, beginning in the 1940s and continuing 

through the present it helped solidify the Chicano movement in northern 

New Mexico.21  

Physical geography has much to do with the history of the land grants. 

As Knowlton details, much of the uncertainty of legal title that has plagued 

the lands of the Mora Grant was for longtime lack of a survey acceptable to 

the United States Congress. The main problem was the purported 

uncertainty as to the location of the Aguaje de la Yegua.  

Once the Mora Grant came under the jurisdiction of the United States 

in 1848, a survey of the grant was necessary to delineate the property of the 

grant holders and the boundaries with contiguous grants. Thomas Means had 

completed this survey in 1861. After the Surveyor General accepted the 

survey and further recommended confirmation of the grant to Congress, the 

process took only a few months—from  late June 1859 to early July 1860—

 
21 Eloy J. García Jr., “The Chicano Student Movement at New Mexico Highlands: An 
Interpretive History” (M.A. Thesis, New Mexico Highlands University, 1997), 3. 



Martha F. Marsh, Texas Tech University, December 2008 

14 

                                                

despite the fact that the original grant documents had been lost since the 

making of the grant in 1835.22  

The saga of the Mora Grant did not end with its patenting by the 

Congress. Instead, it became an exemplar of the most egregious of abuses 

associated with the grant lands of New Mexico near the turn of the twentieth 

century. Too often, the records show, groups of lawyers and land speculators, 

the most notorious of which was the Santa Fe Ring, led the series of abuses.  

 The Hispano population of New Mexico, and particularly northern New 

Mexico, is keenly aware of its heritage as Spanish colonists, and of the fact 

that the “outside” world considers them no differently from Mexican 

Americans.23 Even, and perhaps especially so, within Chicano culture there 

are certainly two distinct groups with their own interests, Mexican 

Americans generally being more urban and Hispanos more rural in 

residence.24 In the 2000 United States census, to illustrate, Mora County had 

a Mexicano population of only 555 out of a total of 5,180, while 3,661 

identified themselves as “other Hispanic or Latino.”25 Several writers have 

addressed the idea of whom Hispanos see as “other,” compared to the way 

they are viewed by other non-Hispanic groups. Indeed, in a study 

 
22 Knowlton, “The Mora Grant,” 62. 
23 Personal communication, Ed Marsh, July 25, 2008. Mr. Marsh recounted a conversation 
during Camp Bluegrass 2008 at South Plains College with a woman who had been a teacher 
in the Albuquerque public schools for approximately 15 years, who said she found this very 
much to be the case and that it was a cause of friction between Mexicano and Hispano 
students there.  
24 Pulido, Environmentalism and Economic Justice, 3-30. 
25 http://factfinder.census.gov/, accessed July 27, 2008. 
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emphasizing the multicultural nature of the American Southwest Eduardo 

Paz-Martinez’s essay “Romancing Mora” is included under the heading 

“Perceptions of the Other.”26 

There are many parallels between the historical plight of Rio Arriba 

County and that of Mora County. They remain the most Hispanic counties in 

the state in terms of ethnic composition, an indicator of the extent to which 

the outside world’s influence and accompanying modernity have (or have not) 

penetrated these areas of traditional Hispano culture. In 1938, for example, 

the Hispano population of Mora County made up ninety-six percent of the 

total, and in Rio Arriba County ninety-three percent of the population was 

Hispano. In contrast, San Miguel County just to the south was only eighty-

three percent Hispano and eastern neighbor Harding County measured only 

fifty-one percent Hispano population. 27 

In the mid-1960s, amid the larger Chicano movement that was gaining 

strength in the Southwest, Reies Lopez Tijerina, originally from Mexico, 

began a group in Rio Arriba. Its mission was to demand justice for the loss of 

the Tierra Amarilla land grant. Particularly, Tijerina was concerned with the 

grant’s common lands that ended up in the federal land system of National 

Forests and Wildlife Management Areas. Tijerina’s group, the Alianza de 

Mercedes Reales (Alliance for Truth in Land Grants), pursued confrontational 

 
26 A. Gabriel Meléndez, Patricia Moore, Patrick Pynes, and M. Jane Young, eds., The 
Multicultural Southwest: A Reader (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2001), iii. 
27 George I. Sanchez, Forgotten People: A Study of New Mexicans (Albuquerque: University of 
New Mexico Press, 1940), 30.  



Martha F. Marsh, Texas Tech University, December 2008 

16 

                                                

strategies in its quest for justice, eventually staging a raid and occupying the 

Rio Arriba County courthouse. The event was widely covered in television 

and print media.  

Robert Rosenbaum and Robert Larson mention the courthouse raid as 

a part of a pattern of popular Hispano resistance to Anglo incursions dating 

back to the United States’ initial acquisition of New Mexico.  They emphasize 

that Reies Tijerina’s La Alianza de Mercedes used the modern machinery of 

publicity to create a movement that was broad-based and potentially 

sweeping in its power. The raid on the county courthouse, ostensibly to apply 

pressure to District Attorney Alfonso Sanchez, was in their view symbolic 

violence not meant to affect directly the ownership of land, but powerful 

nevertheless because of its strong media images of Hispanos challenging the 

system that had treated them so unjustly.28 

Laura Pulido, in Environmentalism and Economic Justice, describes 

the idea of economic justice as Chicanos’ taking back of power over their own 

lives and environment. She discusses the Chicano movement in terms of 

revitalization, a terminology anthropologist Anthony F. C. Wallace 

formulated to describe “deliberate, organized attempts by some members of a 

society to construct a more satisfying culture by rapid acceptance of a pattern 

 
28 Robert J. Rosenbaum and Robert W. Larson, “Mexicano Resistance to the Expropriation of 
Grant Lands in New Mexico,” in Charles L. Briggs and John R. Van Ness, eds. Land, Water, 
and Culture: New Perspectives on Hispanic Land Grants (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1987), 297. 
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of multiple innovations.”29 The language Pulido uses is charged with the 

confrontational rhetoric of the 1960s, perhaps appropriately. She discusses at 

length the Alianza land-grant rights movement of the 1960s in northern New 

Mexico as the first steps in one of the “Chicano struggles in the Southwest” of 

the book’s subtitle. Also, she writes about an outgrowth of that activism, the 

Ganados del Valle wool raising and weaving cooperative in Rio Arriba 

County, the center of the Alianza movement. The goal of Ganados del Valle 

(“Flocks of the Valley”) has been to restore grazing rights on the Tierra 

Amarilla grant ejido lands that are now part of federal Wildlife Management 

Areas in the county. Tellingly, the subtitle of Pulido’s chapter on Ganados is 

“Resource Management as Contested Terrain,” indicating the comprehensive, 

synthetic wholeness of the issues from her perspective. 

Pulido argues that historically both racism and environmentalism 

have been construed as urban concerns, with less consideration on the part of 

the Chicano movement to the combination of the two in rural settings like 

northern New Mexico. She discusses environmentalism that is not limited to, 

or reserved for, urban Anglos. Both Mora and Rio Arriba counties fit Pulido’s 

definition of subalternity, which she says is created by “racism combined with 

marginal economic status.30”  

Appropriately for Mora County within the context of northern New 

Mexico and the greater Southwest, as well as for the position of Hispanos 

 
29 Wallace, as quoted in deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation, 128. 
30 Pulido, Environmentalism and Economic Justice, 46. 
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within mainstream American society, she claims that “a broader definition of 

environmental racism—one that includes livelihood as well as cultural 

domination” applies.31 Pulido poses the problem thus: “Due to their relatively 

long history in the region, the tightly knit nature of village life, and the 

historic isolation of the villages, Anglos and Hispanos tend to define 

themselves in opposition to the other.”32 

As in any environmentally subaltern culture that has a basis in its 

relationship to natural resources, Mora County suffers in the endless 

dilemma of development. Such a situation is portrayed in John Nichols’ novel 

(1974) and Robert Redford’s film The Milagro Beanfield War (1987), set in a 

small village in northern New Mexico. 

 Pulido argues for the idea of opposition between Anglos and Hispanos as 

racialized, but with an unexpected twist. A familiar example is the high-

profile struggle to save logging and timber jobs in the Pacific Northwest. 

Urban environmentalists seek a solution that values the good of the 

environment over all else. In subaltern environmental struggles, the goals 

are local. They are first, to keep some jobs for the people, even if it be working 

in extractive, primary-sector employment like logging, and second, to address 

the environmental racism which implies that Anglos with their 

preservationist approach are caring for and managing the land better than 

the Hispano population would and did for many years. Another example, one 

 
31 Ibid., 20. 
32 Ibid., 134. 
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that adds to the emphasis on social relations and community, is that the 

urban Anglo environmentalist boycotts Wal-Mart for unfair labor practices, 

while the Hispano cannot afford to shop anywhere else.  

 The problems for Mora County’s Hispano population are, indeed, complex, 

and they have a long history. A deeper look at the region’s geography and its 

history of land use sheds light on the larger economic issues. 
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CHAPTER II 

GEOGRAPHICAL SETTING AND TRADITIONAL LAND USE 

 
 

Mora County occupies a nearly 2,000-square-mile area of New Mexico 

that encompasses the cusp of the High Plains and Rocky Mountains. More 

specifically, the environment of Mora County ranges from the Llano Estacado 

(“Staked Plains”) of eastern New Mexico and western Texas in the east to the 

heights of the Sangre de Cristo mountains in the west. Elevation also varies 

with longitude: the lowest point is on the eastern plains in the Canadian 

River gorge at 4,920 feet, while the highest is at the summit of Truchas Peak 

(more than 13,000 feet tall) in the west.1 This grand and wildly diverse 

physical setting provides a rich geographical context for examining the 

socioeconomic history of the region. 

Two major differences exist between the eastern and western portions 

of the county: topography and surface water. Plus a diversity of climatic and 

physical conditions has also shaped the relationship between man and the 

land, no less in Mora County than anywhere else. The interaction between 

man and nature at the ecotone of the Great Plains and Rockies is a primary 

feature of interest (Figure 2.1).  

 
1 Margaret Meaders, “The Economy of Mora County.” New Mexico Business, 20:1-46 
(November 1967), 3. 
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Figure 2.1. 1895 Map of Taos, Mora, and Colfax Counties. 

(www.linkpendium.com/genealogy/USA/NM/Mora/, accessed on October 11, 

2008). 
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In the west, the county is characterized by forests, mountains, and 

streams. The life of the western part of Mora County centers around the 

valley of the Mora River, known simply as the Mora Valley. Its irrigated 

cropland and pastures are the setting for the three major villages of the 

county’s west. These are Mora, settled as Santa Gertrudis de lo de Mora, 

though later called simply “Mora,” San Antonio de lo de Mora (later, 

“Cleveland”), and Chacón.  A fourth, smaller village, once Agua Negra, now 

“Holman,” lies along the trough of the valley between Cleveland and Chacón. 

The eastern part of the county is characterized by plains, while the 

western half is comprised of mountains with valleys between them. The most 

dramatic landform in the county is the Sangre de Cristo range, rising to 

elevations of over 12,000 feet, at the western border of the county. The 

Canadian River gorge is another dramatic feature, one of a different kind.  

The Canadian forms the eastern boundary of the county. 

 Wagon Mound, on the Santa Fe Trail, is the only incorporated village in 

Mora County, with a population of 369 as measured by the United States 

census in 2000.2 The community was named for its proximity to a noted 

landform in Mora County, an outcropping of volcanic rock rising out of the 

Great Plains near the center of the county and visible for more than fifty 

miles in all directions. When approaching Santa Fe, Wagon Mound was one 

 
2 http://factfinder.census.gov/, accessed September 1, 2008.  
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of the last landmarks on the Cimarron Cutoff of the Santa Fe Trail. Since 

1963 it has been a National Historic Landmark.  

Fabiola Cabeza de Baca, in her classic of New Mexico ranching life, We 

Fed Them Cactus, describes the landscapes of the Canadian watershed 

around eastern San Miguel and Mora Counties. She mentions the ceja 

(“eyebrow” country, or caprock, so called because it forms an eyebrow shape 

along the northwest border of the region) and the llano as more conducive to 

ranching than to cultivation. Indeed, according to Cabeza de Baca, the village 

of Mora was a source of settlers in the ceja over the last century, after the 

confinement to reservations of the Comanches who frequented the plains.3 

The geology of the Mora County area is likewise varied from west to 

east. The Sangre de Cristo sedimentary formation underlies much of the 

county, while Dakota sandstone is the primary rock of the eastern half of the 

county.4 Geologist John Bass notes that the Dakota sandstone formed during 

Jurassic time was uplifted by the orogeny of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. 

The primary characteristics of the Dakota formation in the Mora County area 

are two: first, there is a series of hogback ridges, in the southwestern part of 

the county contiguous with San Miguel County, adjacent to the Gallinas 

River watershed. Second, on the eastern edge of the county, there is a 

 
3 Fabiola Cabeza de Baca, We Fed Them Cactus, 2d ed. (Albuquerque: University of New 
Mexico Press, 1994), 68. 
4 John H. Bass, “The Dakota Formation in San Miguel and Mora Counties, New Mexico” 
(M.S. thesis, Texas Technological College, 1951), 3. 
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rimrock of the Canadian River gorge.5 These locations are consistent with 

water erosion of the Dakota formation by the Gallinas and Canadian Rivers 

to the present contours.  

During the early 1950s, the Atomic Energy Commission investigated 

the occurrence of uranium deposits in the Coyote District of central Mora 

County. The researchers found that there were indeed deposits of uranium-

bearing copper ore in the district, but that the area’s isolation would be an 

impediment if not a proscription to developing such resources.6  

In general, a 1985 soil survey of the area noted, 

Soil is the result of the interaction of five soil-forming factors. These 
are (1) plants and animals, (2) parent material, (3) relief, (4) climate, 
and (5) the length of time the factors of soil formation have been 
operating. . . . [I]n the eastern part of the [Mora County] survey area, 
climate and vegetation are key factors. In the western part, climate, 
vegetation, and relief are key factors.7 
 
Decomposition of Dakota sandstone is the source of the most common 

soil cover in Mora County.8 Soil types determine in part and within limits 

land cover and land use. The United States Soil Conservation Service, 

created during the 1930s Dust Bowl and tasked with making appropriate 

recommendations for land use, approaches the matter of the soil of Mora 

 
5 Ibid., 8. 
6 Howard D. Zeller and Elmer H. Baltz, Jr., “Uranium-bearing Copper Deposits in the Coyote 
District, Mora County, New Mexico,” Geological Survey Circular 334 (Washington, DC: 
United States Geological Survey, 1954), 2. 
7 Steven L. Sellnow, Soil Survey of Mora County Area, New Mexico (Washington, DC: United 
States Soil Conservation Service, 1985), 145. 
8 Geoffrey A. Cunfer, “An Environmental History of the Canadian River Gorge” (M.A. thesis, 
Texas Tech University, 1993), 10-11. 
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County with an eye to its combination with precipitation in the eastern and 

western parts of the county. 

Soil cover and properties as well as vegetation patterns provide 

elements of the carrying capacity for the land. Guidelines for use are included 

in the United States government’s soil survey of the Mora County area and 

its associated maps. Recommendations for land use in the eastern sectors of 

the county are primarily for grazing agriculture, rather than growing crops.9 

Elsewhere in the county, where water resources are more abundant 

both in terms of precipitation and in the arrangements of acequias for 

irrigation, hay and wheat were once popular crops. Trade of hay and wheat to 

Fort Union officials long bolstered the economy of Mora County, but when the 

fort closed, a primary source of income for Moreños dried up and was not 

replaced.  

Geoffrey Cunfer has noted that the beginnings of the Canadian River 

are at the feet of the Sangre de Cristo range. The main sources of water to 

the upper Canadian River are spring snowmelt supplemented by natural 

springs and precipitation. However, that collection of water does not provide 

a consistent flow of underground water to the Canadian. 10 

 
9 Sellnow, Soil Survey of Mora County Area, 93-95. 
10 Cunfer, “An Environmental History of the Canadian River Gorge,” 17. 
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The principal tributary to the Canadian in Mora County is the Mora 

River, as noted by Josiah Gregg in his classic The Commerce of the Prairies.11 

This river and its own tributaries dominate the western end of the county. 

Both the Mora and the Canadian flow through the eastern part of the county: 

the Mora flows into the Canadian on the plains, and the main course of the 

South Canadian forms the boundary between Mora County and Harding 

County to the east (see Figure 1.2). The headwaters of the Mora River are 

formed by Lujan and Luna Creeks, near Chacón (see Figure 2.2). Tributaries 

of the Mora are Coyote Creek, Rio la Casa, the Rito Cebolla, and the Sapello 

River in southern Mora County. These streams provided the grinding power 

for the several gristmills located throughout the Mora Valley which turned 

the wheat grown there into a valuable commodity, flour, that was then sold to 

the troops at Fort Union. 

Many seasonal streams such as Encinal Creek, just north of Cleveland, 

flow through the county from west to east, fed by the spring snowmelt in the 

high country and temporarily active through the late spring to midsummer. 

Also, perennial streams and rivers converge on the South Canadian River. 

The water in all these streams is used for irrigation in the western part of the 

county.  

The Mora River is the principal stream of the county. It begins in the 

snowmelt of the high country above Chacón and flows through the Mora 

 
11 Josiah Gregg, The Commerce of the Prairies (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1967), 
99. 
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Valley from north to south. It provides critical irrigation water to the fields 

there, before turning east, eventually flowing into the Canadian River just 

east of Interstate 25 near Shoemaker, New Mexico.  

In contrast, all the perennial streams of the county are used for 

irrigation. Even the Mora River runs dry through the summer, as its water is 

continually being diverted for irrigation. 12 

Acequias, or irrigation ditches, have formed the backbone of the 

irrigation system of the Mora Valley.  Two “mother ditches,” or acequias 

madres, in the valley add about 5,000 acre-feet per year to the base flow of 

the Mora River.13 These acequias de la sierra (mountain ditches) bring water 

from the west side of the Sangre de Cristos to the Mora Valley for use in 

irrigated agriculture. The acequias are a way to bring snowmelt runoff and 

spring-fed surface water to the drier valley below. 

One acequia, on the northwest side of the Mora Valley, taps the middle  

branch of the Rio Pueblo on the east side of the mountains and brings water 

downhill via the Holman La Sierra Ditch to the people and fields of Holman, 

Cleveland, and Mora. The ditch was needed to combat the shortage of water 

that by 1832 affected the growing population of these areas.14 

 
12 New Mexico State Water Quality Bureau, Total Maximum Daily Load for the Canadian 
River Watershed - Part 1, 28. http://www.nmenv.state.nm.us/swqb/Canadian/03.pdf, accessed 
May 20, 2008.  
13 J.W. Mercer and E.G. Lappala, Ground-water Resources of the Mora River Drainage Basin, 
Western Mora County, New Mexico (Santa Fe: Technical Report 37, New Mexico State 
Engineer, 1972),16. 
14 Anselmo Arellano, “ Acequias de la Sierra and the Early Agriculture of the Mora Valley” 
(Guadalupita, NM: Center for Land Grant Studies Research Paper, 1985), 4. 
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The second acequia, which has its beginning in the northern 

mountains above Chacón, is the Acequia del Rito y de la Sierra. It takes its 

flow from the northern branch of the Rio Pueblo.  

Even in 2008, in the springtime all the men (and women) who are 

parciantes (holders of water rights) on an acequia work together communally. 

They clean the debris of winter out of the ditch and make sure the water will 

flow smoothly once it comes down the ditch from higher ground.15 

The flow of the acequias is controlled by a series of headgates that 

direct the flow of the acequia into the fields of each parciante. The flow 

proceeds according to a schedule that the mayordomo (ditch boss) sets. Often, 

in the rural areas of New Mexico, the ditch associations of parciantes were 

the only local government.  

One characteristic that eastern and western Mora County share is 

their suitability for growing sheep and producing wool. Until the last part of 

the nineteenth century, the plains country of Mora County was used as 

optimally as possible: as food for livestock in pursuit of a strategy of 

horizontal transhumance. First the sheep-growers from the Hispano 

mountain villages, then cattle ranchers from Texas came to the plains to use 

the grazing land that was among the West’s finest. 

 
15 For many years, the ditch associations were the only organized local government in the 
mountain villages. For further reading, see Stanley Crawford, Mayordomo: Chronicle of an 
Acequia in Northern New Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1988) and 
José A. Rivera, Acequia Culture: Water, Land, and Community in the Southwest  
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1998). 
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In contrast, the people who were settled in the villages permanently 

raised sheep and practiced a strategy of vertical transhumance. In this 

approach, suitable for and used by alpine inhabitants around the world, the 

stock are taken to high-altitude pastures in the warm season when plant 

growth is at its height, then returned to the valley during the winter when 

the high country is snowy and cold. 16 Such a strategy also affords the valley 

pasture grass some “rest and recovery” time between winters. Such use 

provides a sustainable and stable cycle. 

Mora County is not appreciatively underlain by the huge pool of 

underground water, the Ogallala Aquifer, that spans several western states. 

Consequently, all farming had to be done either in dryland style—dependent 

on the vagaries of the rains—or by irrigation from surface streams, the most 

common source of water for agriculture.17 On the other hand, shortage of 

surface waters for irrigation in the northwest portion of the county has led to 

investigations of groundwater reserves.18 

 
16 Vertical transhumance is also practiced in the Himalayas and in the Andes, to name two 
examples. 
17 J.W. Mercer and E.G. Lappala, “Ground-Water Resources of the Mora River Drainage 
Basin, western Mora County, New Mexico,” NM OSE Technical Report 37 (Santa Fe: New 
Mexico State Engineer, 1972),  
18 Ibid., 3. 
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Figure 2.2. Village and road map of Mora County 
(http://www.nmland.com/Images/counties/mora.gif, accessed October 
11. 2008). 
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Much of the water resource of Mora County is in the form of surface 

flow. Thus, quality, as well as quantity, is an issue to be addressed at the 

meeting point between physical and human geography in the county. There is 

great disparity in the average precipitation for locations in the eastern, 

central, and western parts of the county (Figure 2.2).  

Measured at Levy, in the eastern part of the county, the average 

precipitation from 1910 to 1960 was 17.50 inches. There were more rainy 

days in July and August than in any other months of the year. On average, 

May and June were the next wettest months.19 

Valmora, roughly centered east to west in the county, over a nearly 

fifty-year period received average rainfall of just 15.8 inches. Farther to the 

north in central Mora County, Ocate averaged 18.2 inches per year in the 

period 1960 to 1995. In both cases, as with Levy, July and August were the 

wettest months, with May and June next in precipitation volume. However, 

in August, the wettest month in both locations, average rainfall was 4.4 

inches in Ocate, while Valmora received just 3.0 inches. 20 

In Chacón, at the feet of the mountains in the northwest corner of 

Mora County, much more moisture falls, and more of it as snow, than at any 

of the three locations noted above and they are farther east, toward or out on 

 
19 Sellnow, Soil Survey of Mora County Area, 162. 
20 http://www.worldclimate.com/cgi-bin/data.pl?ref=N36W105+2200+296275C, accessed May 
21, 2008. 
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the Great Plains. On average, August is still the wettest month in Chacón, 

averaging 4.3 inches of precipitation. However, all the other months average 

more than 1.0 inches of rain, including the winter months when precipitation 

is likely to be snow rather than rain.21 This contrasts both with Valmora, 

where from November through April the average precipitation is less than 

1.0 inch, and with Ocate, which has higher average precipitation in August 

(4.4 inches) but during the seven months from October to May averages less 

than 1.0 inches per month. 

Not surprisingly, temperatures vary inversely to altitude. Chacón is 

locally known as “Little Alaska” for its especially cold and snowy winters. The 

altitudes of the weather stations yielding the data given above were 6,309 

feet above sea level for the Valmora station, 7,664 feet for the Ocate station, 

and at Chacón, 8,051 feet. Even in the plains portion of the county, cold 

though relatively warmer temperatures are exacerbated by the winds so 

characteristic of all of the Great Plains province of the United States.   

Temperature and moisture variations within the county make land use 

of different types more and less appropriate for different locations. In the 

mountain valleys of the western part of the county, soils are alluvial and can 

sustain cultivation, while in the eastern, plains part of the county, livestock 

grazing is the best use of the land. The southern plains best supports 

vegetation such as blue grama grass and buffalo grass, both of which are 

 
21 http://www.worldclimate.com/cgi-bin/data.pl?ref=N36W105+2200+291656C, accessed 
August 31, 2008. 
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drought-resistant and perennial. Today the easternmost part of Mora County 

forms a portion of the Kiowa National Grasslands. 

The grassland was an ideal home for the bison roaming the Great 

Plains until the late nineteenth century, and thus also for the Comanches, 

who hunted buffalo, or American bison (Bison bison). The Comanches 

migrated in order to stay near the buffalo as the animals worked their way 

from place to place on the southern plains, feeding on the grass that was the 

greatest natural asset of this corner of the world. The Comanches made 

skillful use of the bison for all their necessities: food, clothing, shelter, and 

ritual objects. Once the Spanish came, and particularly in the mid-19th 

century, Comancheros,  Hispano traders, left both the established villages on 

the west side and the newer villages on the east side of the mountains. Those 

from the west crossed over a pass above present-day Holman, at the southern 

head of the Vega del Estillero. They went out onto the Great Plains to trade 

with the Comanches. Too, there were Mexican ciboleros, men who ventured to 

the Plains to hunt buffalo–an action not altogether appreciated by the 

Comanches, who preferred to control the animal resource.  

The Comanches were themselves denizens of the plains who had found 

Spanish-introduced horses a most useful tool. Riding a horse, a man could go 

quite far in a day, certainly covering a great distance more than by walking. 

The tribe also found that their buffalo-hunting success was much improved, 

for now the hunters could keep pace with the thundering herd as it crossed 
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the plains. Thus the Comanches’ ambit increased, in some cases, as in New 

Mexico with the Moreños, forming a spatial overlap and sometimes a conflict 

with another hunting group, the ciboleros.  

These zones of indeterminacy caused early Mora Valley settlers to 

retreat temporarily from Comanche attacks early in the life of the villages of 

San Antonio de lo de Mora (later, “Cleveland”) and Santa Gertrudis de lo de 

Mora (later “Mora,” though the church there is still Santa Gertrudis).  By 

1838, though, the settlements had become permanent.22 

After the slaughter of the buffalo, sheepherders moved into the 

grassland, proving true the early predictions for success in raising sheep in 

Mora County. The villagers continued to grow hay and wheat in the irrigated 

fields along the Mora River and its tributaries. But the coming of the railroad 

to nearby Las Vegas in San Miguel County in 1879 presaged the end of the 

Santa Fe trade, and in 1916, Fort Union closed. Mora’s productivity had no 

outlet. The county, despite its rich natural resources, fell into poverty. 

Chapter three examines some of the economic changes, particularly 

those that led to the establishment of Tapetes de Lana. 

 
 
 

 

22 Fray Angelico Chávez, “Early Settlements in the Mora Valley” (El Palacio 62: 318-323), 
322. 
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Figure 2.3. Illustration of village life by Rini Templeton (courtesy Rini 

Templeton).
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CHAPTER III 

LIVELIHOOD AND ECONOMIC CHANGE 

 
 

The history of Mora County has been one of early success followed by 

economic failure and efforts at resurgence. Rough-and-tumble politics has 

tainted both the failure and the subsequent resurgence. Traditional crafts, 

such as weaving and woodcarving, were a part of the culture which withered 

away with the onset of the industrial era, only to be revived by an unlikely 

source—the federal government—first during President Franklin D. 

Roosevelt’s New Deal program, then again during the 1960s. 

The earliest Europeans to come to the Mora Valley regularly were the 

fur trappers of the 1820s, one of the most prominent of whom was Ceran St. 

Vrain of St. Louis. He made his first trip to Taos, near the Mora Valley, in 

1825. He continued to play a large role in the economic life of the Mora Valley 

in later years when he made his home in the beautiful valley.1  

Beginning with the establishment of Mora in 1832, settlement was 

cautious but continuous. The fortunes of Mora County waxed with its 

combination of western water and the development of the Santa Fe Trail 

through its eastern half (Figure 3.1). Even more important to the economic 

 
1 David J. Weber, The Taos Trappers: The Fur Trade in the Far Southwest, 1540-1846 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1971), 228-229. 
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Figure 3.1. The Santa Fe Trail in New Mexico, 
(http://www.santafetrail.org/chapters/corazon/Corazon-Points-Of-
Interest.htm, accessed October 11, 2008.). 
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 health of Mora County was Fort Union. It opened in 1851 to protect the 

Santa Fe trade. 

Josiah Gregg wrote about the Santa Fe Trail in his classic The 

Commerce of the Prairies, a firsthand account of his travels with a caravan in 

the year 1831. He described his experiences with ciboleros, bison hunters, 

and Comancheros, Pueblo and Hispano traders on the Southern Plains, as the 

caravan neared Santa Fe.2 The caravan also passed through Mora County, 

for Gregg describes crossing the Mora River.3 

Seymour V. Connor and Jimmy M. Skaggs’s Broadcloth & Britches: 

The Santa Fe Trade is another thorough portrait of the trail’s commerce, and 

includes the Mora County portion of the trail. Connor and Skaggs, in their 

brief notes on Mora, mention the Wagon Mound as a landmark and describe 

the 1843 expedition into New Mexico that the Republic of Texas sponsored. 

Its members came through in May 1843 and left resentment between 

Moreños and Texans that still festers in 2008.4 The Texans were captured 

and sent to prison. The expedition was followed in 1847 by a revolt against 

the American occupation in Taos that cost Governor Charles Bent his life. A 

small outgrowth of the uprising came to Mora when a party of five Santa Fe 

traders surrendered but were nevertheless killed.5 

 
2 Josiah Gregg, The Commerce of the Prairies (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1967), 
80. 
3 Ibid., 100. 
4 Seymour V. Connor and Jimmy M. Skaggs, Broadcloth and Britches: the Santa Fe Trade 
(College Station: Texas A & M University Press), 110. 
5 James W. Goodrich, “Revolt at Mora,” New Mexico Historical Review 47:1 (1972), 52. 
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During the time of Fort Union’s operation, mills throughout the valley, 

including such places as La Cueva, Cleveland, and Mora, ground wheat, oats, 

and barley into food for troops and feed for horses at the fort. Additionally, 

there were mills east of Mora and at Pendaries.6 Moreños had almost a 

limitless market for their grain, for Fort Union was the arsenal and supply 

center for the entire New Mexico Territory.7 

Ceran St. Vrain had settled in Mora by 1860 and had become a 

successful entrepreneur. In 1864, he built a large flour mill in Mora. He also 

operated a range of concerns from a distillery to sawmills. The sawmills 

provided lumber to Fort Union.8  In 1902, Mora was “the leading agricultural 

county in the Territory,” according to that year’s Report of the Governor of 

New Mexico to the Secretary of the Interior. The report further indicated that 

the county’s “range interests exceed even its agricultural wealth.”9 At the 

turn of the twentieth century, then, both halves of Mora County were at the 

peak of their wealth, running on momentum they could not long maintain. 

Afterward, economic conditions deteriorated, characterized by growing 

poverty and unemployment. The increase in material poverty and decrease in 

the well-being of the people can be traced to several factors. The first step 

was the coming of the railroad. The Santa Fe Railroad expanded to Las Vegas 

 
6 Eugene V. Hanosh, “A History of Mora, 1835-1887,” (M.A. thesis, New Mexico Highlands 
University, 1967), 87. 
7 deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation, 109. 
8 Alice Bullock, Mountain Villages (Santa Fe: Sunstone Press, 1981), 56. 
9 Report of the Governor of New Mexico to the Secretary of the Interior, 1902. (Washington: 
Government Printing Office, 1902), 536. 
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in 1879. The resultant drop in usage of the Santa Fe Trail had a profound 

negative effect on Mora’s economic vitality. The next step was the land-grant 

lawsuits and losses  around the turn of the twentieth century. Those losses 

cannot be overstressed. They took their toll on the wealth of the land, as ever 

smaller tracts of inferior land were available for farmers and ranchers whose 

ancestors had enjoyed a richness that had been shared among communities 

and families. Third, the closing of Fort Union in 1894 dried up the last of the 

previously thriving market for goods and services from the Mora Valley.10  

The closing cast the people into destitution in the context of a cash 

economy and reduced them to the “semi-subsistence” sociologist Clark 

Knowlton has described.11 The men, for example, were forced into migrant 

labor and sheepherding in neighboring states. The situation changed the 

nature of Hispano society away from community and toward the idea of 

individual autonomy, not a good fit for the deeply held communal character of 

the villages.  

In the 1930s, village populations increased as economic opportunities 

outside the community also shrank. The drought of the 1930s brought village 

agriculture to its knees and left the people of Mora County dependent on 

seasonal wage labor outside the villages to obtain the cash they needed to pay 

 
10 Laura Soullieré Harrison and James E. Ivey, Of a Temporary Character: An Historic 
Structure Report of First Fort, Second Fort, and the Arsenal and Historical Base Map, Fort 
Union, New Mexico (Santa Fe: Southwest Cultural Resources Center Professional Papers 43, 
1993), 10.    
11 Knowlton, “The Mora Grant,” 70. 
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land-related expenses, including grazing permit fees and taxes.12 Meanwhile, 

as the men departed to the pastures, mines, and railroads for the summer, 

the women stayed behind to tend crops, a role that had been previously 

played most often by men.13 William deBuys described the state of northern 

New Mexico in the early twentieth century: 

… all the… villages of northern New Mexico, belonged to a very small 
world. It was a world whose insularity, as well as its deep historical 
roots, accounted for the remarkable durability of Hispano culture. 
Unconsciously, indeed unavoidably, the Hispanic villagers of northern 
New Mexico resisted acculturation into the Anglo world…. Their 
extreme poverty shielded them from larger effects of the Anglo 
economy, for they had little money with which to buy the new things 
sold by Anglo traders.… they had no hunger for Anglo customs or 
ideas, for however poor they were in material things, they had a rich 
sense of their own authenticity. They were rooted in time, in tradition, 
and in place.14 
 

 By this measure, Mora County was not as poor as some (Rio Arriba, for 

instance), for it once had the prosperity brought by the Santa Fe Trail and 

Fort Union. Alice Bullock notes that  

Mora is both like and unlike the other little Spanish villages that 
adorn the mountains of northern New Mexico. Mora seems to have had 
more of everything, good and bad, than most. On the good side more 
tillable land, water, game, close-by timber for building and fuel. The 
villagers also had more trouble with Indians, Anglos and with each 
other than most.15 
 
The disposition of those resources seems to have magnified the good—

and the bad—potential consequences for the people of Mora County. Early in 
 

12 Forrest, Preservation of the Village, 29. 
13 Sarah Deutsch, No Separate Refuge: Culture, Class and Gender on an Anglo-Hispanic 
Frontier in the American Southwest, 1880-1940 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 
55. 
14 deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation, 121. 
15 Bullock, Mountain Villages, 53. 
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time, the people benefited from their bounty of land, water, and rangeland. 

But later, especially as land-grant litigation ate up their shrinking land base, 

poverty was the only thing there was in abundance. The political system, as 

Suzanne Forrest writes, was in the charge of a few, often members of the 

Penitente Brotherhood: “Jobs and contracts,” she says, “were essential to 

their survival and voters gave their support to the patron or jefe politico who 

could manipulate the political system so as to provide them.”16 Thus politics 

became as much of a functional barrier as it was a facilitator to Mora County 

livelihood. 

Forrest also has written about the New Deal’s impact on rural New 

Mexico, including rural northern New Mexico. She has also described the 

effects on the county’s citizens of the War on Poverty in the 1960s. She 

describes the efforts of the state to begin a vocational New Mexican crafts 

program to train residents in the rural villages. The program had as its end 

goal the development of self-supporting industries at a local scale that would 

successfully produce, market, and sell these crafts.17 Forrest writes that the 

coming to the villages of the Great Depression in the 1930s was only 

gradually noticed until it had become acute because of the “multiresource 

nature of the Hispanic economy.”18  

 
16 Forrest, Preservation of the Village, 28. 
17 Forrest, Preservation of the Village, 74-75. 
18 Ibid., 79. 
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But New Mexico, which had helped sweep Franklin Roosevelt into 

office in the 1932 presidential election, was the beneficiary of many New Deal 

programs. The support of rural Hispanos for the New Deal, cast as the 

revitalization of village life, was a natural for New Mexico: rebuilding 

traditional village life would be easier than transplanting the people to 

faraway industrial jobs (even had there been any) and would make for happy 

rural folk. Part of that revitalization was the teaching of local crafts, with an 

eye to marketing the crafts products and making self-sufficient village 

enterprises (Figures 3.2 and 3.3).19 

During and after World War II, there was a great outmigration among 

the population of the rural villages. It came on the heels of defense-work 

training programs and subsequent relocation to the new defense plants of the 

West. From 1940 to 1980, Mora County’s population fell precipitously, from 

10,981 to 4,205.20 

 
19 Ibid., 89. 
20 Knowlton, “The Mora Grant,” 70. 
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Figure 3.2. Spinning thread in a WPA program in northern New Mexico, 
1939 (http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/i?ammem/fsaall:@filreq(@field(NUMBER+@band(fsa+8b2282
8))+@field(COLLID+fsa)):displayType=1:m856sd=fsa:m856sf, accessed 
on October 31, 2008). 
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Figure 3.3. Weaving a rug at a WPA weaving shop in northern New Mexico, 
1939 (http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/i?ammem/fsaall:@filreq(@field(NUMBER+@band(fsa+8b2284
9))+@field(COLLID+fsa)):displayType=1:m856sd=fsa:m856sf, accessed 
on October 31, 2008). 
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Suzanne Forrest notes in The Preservation of the Village that 

government programs that came to assist the poor rural counties of New 

Mexico during the War on Poverty were a “reprise” of New Deal assistance. 

She further notes that both the New Deal programs and more recent interest 

in revival of the villages have been  

largely spearheaded by well-educated, middle-class eastern or 
Midwestern urbanites desirous of restoring vitality, enterprise, and a 
higher living standard to northern New Mexico’s small, traditional 
land-based communities. Each effort at rural rehabilitation has put 
great faith in education and on-the-job training; each, in varying 
degrees, has tried to improve access to water, land, housing, health 
services, marketing strategies, and transportation; and each has tried 
to identify local industries to sustain the local population and reduce 
its dependence on welfare.21  
 
The Resources Survey and Development Plan particularly stood out. It 

coordinated efforts of twenty-three agencies over four years to inventory and 

assess the comprehensive resources of New Mexico, including human and 

natural resources, for maximum economic return.22 

One subprogram, the Northern Rio Grande Resource Conservation and 

Development Project, focused on six counties, including Mora County. Each 

smaller initiative that was part of this project, such as community ditch 

improvement or construction of recreation areas, was locally sponsored but 

initially received up to ninety percent of its financial support from the federal 

government. In 1965, the New Mexico Legislature created the New Mexico 

 
21 Forrest, Preservation of the Village, 181. 
22 Ibid., 184-185. 
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Arts Commission, which played a role in the 1990s in the development of 

Tapetes de Lana.23   

Margaret Meaders, in “The Economy of Mora County,” published in 

1967, notes that “Mora County is recognized—and recognizes itself, 

generally—as one of New Mexico’s major ‘problem counties.’ As such it has 

received much private and official attention in recent months [emphasis 

added].”24 

 
It was no news to Moreños that Mora County was distressed 

economically. Meaders continues: 

The problems are well-known: welfare as a way of life; low incomes; 
few jobs; the “land problem”...substandard schools and poor roads; 
inadequate irrigation systems; and political interference in practically 
every phase of public programs and activities….these seem to be the 
major handicaps, just as they are the major characteristics of the 
county’s economy.25 

   
Political patronage became vital in part because government programs 

were important to the people’s livelihood. Starting with the Works Progress 

Administration (WPA) and the Public Works Administration (PWA) during 

the New Deal, continuing through President Lyndon B. Johnson’s War on 

Poverty with such programs as Head Start for children, and ending with 

2008’s Upward Bound grants, the state government, and to a lesser extent, 

 
23 Ibid., 185. 
24Meaders, “The Economy of Mora County,” 1. 
25 Ibid. 
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the federal government, has been the source of what steady jobs and 

sustenance exist for the people of Mora County. 

Suzanne Forrest writes that the advent of the Great Depression was 

virtually unnoticed until the villagers were destitute because of the 

“multiresource nature of the Hispanic economy.”26 The situation is just as 

true in 2008 as it was in 1930: people in Mora County primarily cobble 

together a living out of many activities, most in the informal economy. 

Forrest lamented that “whenever regional, state, and local officials 

have been able to use these outside funds to further their own agendas, they 

have done so. The native peoples, whose lives and futures lie in the balance,” 

she writes, “have responded with varying degrees of skepticism, cynicism, or 

guarded optimism in direct proportion to the extent that past experiences 

have led them to expect injury or help.”27 

The people of Mora County have had plenty of such experiences. 

Tapetes de Lana, the cottage weaving nonprofit in Mora County, was founded 

in 1998 as a welfare-to-work program. It had the example of Ganados del 

Valle in Rio Arriba County. Ganados was incorporated in 1983 as a follow-up 

to and synthesis of land grant activism and economic revival efforts. It 

succeeded despite, not because of, encouragement from state and local 

development agencies, who had other priorities—tourism and high-tech 

industry, for example. Five businesses begun from 1983 to 1990, ranging 

 
26 Forrest, Preservation of the Village, 79. 
27 Ibid., 181. 
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from breeding of the old variety of Spanish colonial sheep (churro sheep) for 

their wool and meat to a wool washing concern and to a feed store, have 

resulted from this project, largely due to private philanthropic—rather than 

state or governmental—support.28  

Alice Bullock wrote in 1981 that St. Vrain’s mill in Mora had been 

“acquired by the county and city as a museum and civic center. Restoration is 

being carefully supervised.”29 The mill changed ownership again in 1990. In 

2002, the mill was named one of the ten Most Endangered Historic Places in 

New Mexico. In 2008, the mill is neither a museum nor a civic center, and 

stands crumbling on the banks of the Mora River, melting slowly back to the 

earth from which it was built. The most recent attempt at having the site 

made a state park, in 1992, was a victim of typical politicization of 

community projects. 30  

The importance of politics has not faded in Moreño history. In 2008 it 

continues to affect the sublime as well as the pedantic in Mora County—from 

the 2000 opening of a national fish hatchery and technology center to 2007 

roadway widening in downtown Mora. 

In the face of such challenges, revival of traditional crafts seems to be 

a natural path toward continued vitality of the community, or at least a 

better alternative to leaving home for distant jobs in the city. One woman, for 

 
28 Ibid., 192. 
29 Bullock, Mountain Villages, 56. 
30 http://www.arco-iris.com/mora/st_vrain_mill.htm, accessed September 20, 2008. 



Martha F. Marsh, Texas Tech University, December 2008 

50 

example, commutes to a banking job in Santa Fe and returns home to her 

family in Cleveland, north of Mora, each evening —a round-trip distance of 

nearly two hundred miles.  

Weaving is certainly one of those crafts with the greatest potential for 

large-scale revival. Sheep-raising is another part of traditional livelihood that 

seems ripe for revival, especially in tandem with the weaving industry. The 

weavings can be either large or small to appeal to a wide variety of 

consumers’ budgets, and showing consumers how the products are made only 

adds to the “human interest” aspect of buying traditional crafts. 

The economic road in Mora County has been a rocky one, with 

prosperity followed by poverty. From the days of the Santa Fe trail, when 

Mora was among the leading counties of New Mexico economically, to the 

lean years of the twentieth century, when dependency on government 

programs and political largesse grew, Moreños have maintained their pride 

and culture. And, Tapetes de Lana has been important to helping maintain 

such pride as well as assist financially. 
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Figure 3.4. Illustration of village life by Rini Templeton (courtesy Rini 
Templeton). 
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CHAPTER IV 

TAPETES DE LANA: WEAVING WOOL AND COMMUNITY 

 

 
D.W. Meinig wrote in his 1971 study Southwest,  

 
It is one of the most fundamental features of the region that, although 
many thousands more numerous than the Indians, it is the Hispanos 
who show the greater stress of culture contact. … Though they appear 
to be the dominant people in the landscape they are a rural population 
with little land, a labor force with little work to do, isolated physically 
and socially from the main streams of national life yet exposed enough 
to feel many of its pressures. Clustered in ramshackle half-empty 
villages of adobe, stone, and rusting iron roofs, often ill-clothed, ill-fed, 
and unschooled (a large proportion has been well described as 
“illiterate in two languages”), they have become a society obsessed with 
politics as a means of sustenance, with welfare payments, pensions, 
and patronage shoring up a desperately deficient local economy.1 

 

The grim economic picture of modern northern New Mexico commonly 

portrayed through statistical findings such as those Margaret Meaders has 

gleaned has spawned efforts to improve life for its citizens.2 The first of such 

efforts came under Franklin D. Roosevelt’s New Deal program during the 

Great Depression, chronicled by Suzanne Forrest in The Preservation of the 

Village.  

Forrest writes in the study’s epilogue about President Lyndon 

Johnson’s War on Poverty of the mid-1960s. She looks at the forms in which 

 
1 D.W. Meinig, Southwest: Three Peoples in Geographical Change, 1600-1970 (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1971), 102. 
2 Meaders, Economy of Mora County, 1-46. 
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it came to rural New Mexico. She details efforts such as the provision of 

federal monies for some programs aimed at education and revitalization of 

villages. She also describes efforts that were “orphaned” by lack of support 

from the state government from the beginning and subject to the intense 

political patronage traditional in New Mexico. One of the latter was Ganados 

del Valle, which began in 1983 as an effort to win back part of the Tierra 

Amarilla Grant, which had been appropriated as government land, as legal 

grazing grounds for local flocks.  

These 1960s-era projects eventually failed as the markets for their 

products failed. Vocational training programs taught craft skills but did not 

address the underlying problems of poverty and isolation that broke the link 

between the craft and the buyers. The philosophy of that time was to “make 

something to sell,” rather than a wider strategy on the government’s part to 

change the living conditions of the people of Mora and the rest of northern 

New Mexico by changing underlying assumptions about their wants and 

needs, assumptions that are made all too often by the outsiders or “other” in 

such a situation. 

Tapetes de Lana (“Weavings of Wool”) began as a very small-scale 

welfare-to-work, nonprofit program for the people of Mora and San Miguel 

Counties. It operated from a one-room former schoolhouse. Its founder, Carla 

Gomez, taught weaving at New Mexico Highlands University. She was also a 

longtime curator of weaving at El Rancho de Las Golondrinas (“Ranch of the 
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Swallows”), an experiential museum of Spanish and New Mexican culture 

near Santa Fe. Gomez saw an opportunity to bring together “the connection 

among weaving, culture, community, and livelihood, working with ‘real life, 

real people, real issues.’”3  

United States Senator Pete V. Domenici wrote in September 2000 that 

“rather than encouraging local residents to relocate to urban areas in order to 

find employment, Tapetes de Lana believes that New Mexico’s rich craft 

tradition will enable residents to become self-sufficient without leaving their 

communities and their families.”4 The La Jicarita Enterprise Community, 

one of Tapetes’s partners, in 2002 described the center as “a nonprofit 

weaving workshop and retail space to sustain and promote our cultural 

heritage.”5 

A grant proposal written on behalf of Tapetes states that 

One of the strengths of the program is Tapetes de Lana’s commitment 
to building on the existing social structure of northern New Mexico’s 
familial and community ties. Whereas many of the welfare-to-work 
programs provide childcare resources and transportation to areas 
outside the community, Tapetes de Lana focuses on ways to enable 
parents (especially mothers) to remain at home with their families 
while earning income by means of cottage industry. It is hoped that 
success with the weaving program will position Tapetes de Lana as a 
model for similar programs with a focus on rural socio-economic 
development based on traditional arts and crafts and on the use of 
local resources.6 

 
3 New Mexico Arts (A Division of the Department of Cultural Affairs), The New Mexico Fiber 
Arts Trails (Santa Fe: State of New Mexico, n.d.), 15. 
4 Letter to Whom it May Concern from Pete V. Domenici, Washington, D.C., September 28, 
2000. 
5 La Jicarita Enterprise Community, “Mora Valley Tourism Guide: Todos Bienvenidos en el 
Valle de Mora” (Peñasco, NM, 2002), n.p. 
6 Tapetes de Lana, “Tapetes de Lana: An Expanding Vision,” n.p., 2000. 
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Gomez began her efforts in 1998 with a partnership grant from the 

New Mexico Arts Commission, itself founded as a community revitalization 

project in 1965.7 Tapetes de Lana was incorporated on January 6, 1998 in its 

initial form, though the bylaws have changed many times over the succeeding 

ten years.8 Revenues for the first year, 1998, were just over $18,000, 

including $4,009.79 in gross sales of “coasters, placemats, rugs.” Two grants 

and a Department of Labor on-the-job training contract formed most of the 

rest—including $8,800 from the New Mexico Arts Division. A raffle brought 

in $306.9  

From September 1, 1998, through August 31, 1999, gross sales rose to 

$6,673. The largest source of income for Tapetes was still a New Mexico Arts 

Division grant of $22,500. Second was the Hitachi Foundation with $12,500. 

Hitachi later characterized Tapetes de Lana as “a dynamic social venture.”10 

Other smaller grants came from the Archdiocese of Santa Fe, The McCune 

Foundation, Bread for the Journey, Spanish Colonial Arts, and even Wal-

Mart.11 

The most ambitious of these projects was acquisition of the Rivera 

Property, including the Hanosh Building, in the center of Mora, dating to the 

 
7 Personal interview, Carla Gomez, June 9, 2008. 
8 Certificate of Incorporation, Tapetes de Lana. 
9 Tapetes de Lana Financial Statement for fiscal year 1998. 
10 The Hitachi Foundation, “From Fiber to Economic Whole Cloth,” 
http://www.hitachifoundation.org/grants/action/tapetes.html, accessed October 4, 2006. 
11 Tapetes de Lana Income Statement, September 1, 1998- August 31, 1999. 
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1940s.12 The goal was the building’s development as a cultural center which 

would combine a theater, weaving studio, culinary arts institute, and the 

restoration of what was once the St. Vrain Hotel. Other buildings that were 

developed into the wool mill were also part of the property. Purchase of the 

building in April 2002 was made possible by a United States Department of 

Agriculture Community Facilities Grant in the amount of $302,026.13 Efforts 

began with the rehabilitation of space into Tapetes’ main showroom and 

studio in Mora. The renovation was completed and the gallery opened in June 

2003.14 

Tapetes de Lana emphasized in its grant applications the social and 

systemic economic good that would come to the Hispano community of Mora 

as a result of the funding. One application read in part: 

Tapetes is a new economic approach to the creation of employment 
opportunities for individuals in a high unemployment area, one which 
capitalizes on the industrious nature of the rural residents, the need 
for employment, the identification of the trainee with the trade and the 
long historical drive for self-sufficiency. Even more important, Tapetes 
puts the individual in control of how much he will earn by tying wage 
to output and not to a minimum wage salary for which travel and 
childcare will be required.15 [emphasis in original] 
 
At roughly the same time, in early 2002, the goals of Tapetes de Lana 

widened from a strictly welfare-to-work program to serving low-income 

 
12 Described as for sale in Eduardo Paz-Martinez, “Romancing Mora,” 67.  
13 Tapetes de Lana, “Economic Development Administration Proposal Narrative,” 2002, 
Tapetes de Lana business files, Mora, New Mexico, 3. 
14 Wren Propp, “Dream Weaver: Mora Weaving Gallery a result of one woman’s desire to help 
others learn textile skills,” Albuquerque Journal North Edition, June 16, 2003, A1. 
15 Tapetes de Lana, “Economic Development Administration Proposal Narrative,” 2002, 1. 
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clients who might have more initiative and self-reliance. For the 

underemployed constituency, Tapetes could provide supplemental income.16 

Tapetes received a second grant from the United States Department of 

Agriculture to construct and equip the wool mill that opened in 2005. This 

project is still mired in controversy in 2008.17 The politics of water quality 

emerged as one of the most prominent issues in converting part of the Rivera 

Property into the wool mill associated with Tapetes de Lana.  

One goal of the mill project was to bring a steady flow of money into 

the charitable work of Tapetes de Lana by operating it as a for-profit 

subsidiary of Tapetes. Another goal of the mill was to encourage a return to 

the traditional livelihood of sheep-raising in the county. 

But as Tapetes de Lana proceeded with developing the mill, some 

neighboring Moreños perceived Tapetes as the “other” even though it 

employed local people. The subalternity of the Hispano community of Mora 

County and Tapetes weavers is not gender-specific. In Mora County, both 

men and women are poor. Both men and women are Tapetes weavers, and 

the business is headed by Carla Gomez, a woman. The opposite may be true, 

though—a sort of reversed subalternity, with the group in power the ones 

who want to keep government dollars flowing to Mora and to their own 

businesses and pockets. Gomez was herself considered by some to be an 

outsider, hailing originally from Santa Fe. Traditional social patterns and the 

 
16 Tapetes de Lana Board of Directors Meeting Minutes, March 1, 2002. 
17 Personal interview, Carla Gomez, March 20, 2008. 
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particular history of the Mora Valley as being hostile to those from elsewhere 

may account for some of the observed resistance to the mill project. 

Carla Gomez and Tapetes de Lana saw expansion into the wool mill 

business as a positive development, First, it would attach a for-profit 

organization to further funding of Tapetes’ charitable activities. Second, it 

would fill a need for an American processor of alpaca fiber, which had been 

primarily sent from the United States to Peru for spinning. Third, the mill 

would give a boost to the local alpaca producer, the Victory Ranch, and 

enhance its retail sales of finished alpaca products by making more fiber 

available to northern New Mexico weavers.18 

In 2000, funding for the mill project was secured from the United 

States Department of Agriculture, including a grant for some $763,000 to buy 

the requisite equipment to operate the mill. In the years between the 

planning and the opening of the mill, neighbors presented challenges—some 

of which are ongoing. In October 2004, a special meeting of the Mora County 

Commission was held to discuss the mill and another timely economic 

development project, a proposed concrete plant. Clearly there was a clash of 

personalities and behind-the-scenes politics. David Wesner, for example, has 

described the clash. He writes,  

According to [Lillian] Sanchez [an opponent of the mill], the county 
gave orders for Tapetes to look for a new location. Chairman JohnnyR. 
Espinoza had approved the building permit but the commission backed 
up when other issues were presented. Concerns over traffic congestion, 

 
18 Tapetes de Lana, “Economic Development Administration Proposal Narrative,” 1. 
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pollution of the Mora River and clogging of drainage have been 
presented as obstacles.19  
 
 Gomez was again quoted in the Optic on October 19th alongside 

photographs of a crane lifting mill machinery into place, as saying “there are 

far more supporters of the project than detractors.”20 A column written by 

Gomez also appears in the same day’s issue of the Optic, responding point-by-

point to the concerns raised at the meeting and published in the newspaper. 

Gomez referred questions to appropriate state environmental officials and 

reminded readers that the Mora County Planning and Zoning Commission 

had unanimously approved the project. She also wrote a litany of federal 

concerns that were satisfied before funding was released. Gomez addressed 

the water-quality concerns of one particular individual, Lillian Sanchez, who 

had warned Moreños that the wool washing operation would contaminate the 

Mora River and clog the town sewer, and rebutted them. She finished by 

focusing on what the positive elements of the project were and the success 

Tapetes had already achieved.21 

Maria Esquibel was another opponent of the mill project. She objected 

to the impact on her neighboring property as well as sharing Sanchez’s 

concerns over water quality for all those on the community water and sewer 

system. Esquibel and Sanchez appealed the Planning and Zoning 

 
19 David Wesner, “Economy big concern at Mora meeting,” Las Vegas Optic, October 14, 2004. 
20 Las Vegas Optic, October 19, 2004, 5. 
21 Carla Gomez, “Director of Tapetes de Lana cites roadblocks to Mora development,” Las 
Vegas Optic, October 19, 2004. 
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Commission decision to allow the project to go forward. At that point the 

County Commission was to grant a “conditional use permit” for the mill to 

operate, but in view of the opposition by Esquibel and Sanchez the permit 

was denied, forcing further delay in the progress of the mill. Esquibel also 

alleged that Tapetes de Lana was “taking advantage of welfare people. There 

are some disgruntled employees that are afraid to talk.”22 

The “advantage” comment was answered by a letter to the editor of the 

Optic from thirty Tapetes employees.23 They bluntly asked, “What’s wrong 

with you people, who want to keep this town at a standstill, and in the dark 

ages?” They continued, 

Mrs. Esquibel, we want you to know that none of the employees here 
are on welfare, and the reason is because we are earning an honest 
living. You talk about Mora County being the poorest county in the 
nation. Ponder this: It’s because of people like you that don’t want 
anyone but themselves to prosper in this town. Every time there is 
some bright future for us poor people, …[sic] rich people that do not 
need to work oppose our efforts to earn an honest living.24 

 
 Such a perspective shows that there are some in the community who remain 

subaltern even within Hispano society. Indeed, the space of subalternity and 

oppression seems to be contested. The Tapetes workers feel that they are 

struggling, with their mentor, Carla Gomez, against the political forces that 

would oppress them by blocking their path to meaningful work at Tapetes.  

 
22 “Opposing views voiced on mill project in Mora,” Las Vegas Optic, October 29, 2004, 1, 8. 
23 “Letters: Employees speak out,” Las Vegas Optic, n.p., (in response to comments in October 
29, 2004 issue). 
24 Ibid., n.p. 
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 In a letter to the editor of the Optic in March 2005, Lillian M. Sanchez 

presented her allegations of water-quality disturbance—something sure to 

stir controversy in such a historically water-dependent community.25 Sanchez 

used the historical connection between culture and water to support her point 

of view, saying that “land is our heritage and the water that flows in our 

rivers is the life blood [sic] of our communities.”26 

Next, Maria Esquibel and her husband sued Tapetes de Lana for 

trespass, as reported in the Optic in June 2005. Gomez expressed 

disappointment at the suit, saying, “They were our friends. We did a lot of 

work with them and for them.”27 She again answered the charges of water 

contamination in the Albuquerque Journal in November 2004. On one point, 

she answered County Commissioner Espinoza’s concern about siting the mill 

in a “residential area” by saying his concern is a mischaracterization of the 

area, that it is primarily a commercial area. Another of the opponents’ 

concerns was in regard to pesticides applied to the wool coming in to the mill. 

Gomez answered that sheep are medicated after they are shorn, rather than 

before.28 

Another aspect of Tapetes de Lana was to encourage local people to 

grow sheep as they once had done traditionally. Heifer International, an 

 
25 Lillian Sanchez, “Permit didn’t follow procedure,” Letter to the Editor, Las Vegas Optic, 
March 11, 2005. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Miranda Cisneros, “Couple sues over project in Mora,” Las Vegas Optic, June 20, 2005, n.p. 
28 Aurelio Sanchez, “Spinning New Ideas: Businesswoman says weaving mill could revitalize 
Mora, but some fear for water supply,” Albuquerque Journal, November 19, 2004, C1. 
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organization that helps institute livestock projects internationally, chose 

Tapetes de Lana as one of its project sites. Tapetes wanted to bring back 

exotic sheep such as karakul and the churro sheep originally brought by 

Spanish colonists to the area.29 The Heifer Project held a workshop at 

Tapetes de Lana on August 3, 2005, to explain the program for Heifer. The 

leader of the workshop indicated Heifer would give animals to area growers 

who would spin the fiber as part of Tapetes.30 Also in August 2005, Tapetes 

received a fifty-thousand-dollar grant from the United States Department of 

Agriculture for the rehabilitation of the former Chief Theatre (in operation 

from the 1940s through the 1970s) as a Performing Arts Center for the 

community.31 

Progress continued, and in late August 2005 the mill prepared to open. 

It had on hand twenty-eight thousand pounds of fiber, which had been 

received from the 2,000-member Alpaca Fiber Coop of North America.32 The 

Mora Communicator of August 25 also trumpeted the impending opening, 

noting that those who had been working on the construction of the mill were 

also being trained to operate it once it was open.33  

 
29 Miranda Cisneros, “Mora weaving mill aims to hire 50,” Las Vegas Optic, June 28, 2005, 
n.p. 
30 “What’s New At Tapetes de Lana?,” Mora County Communicator, August 5, 2006, 6. 
31 “Tapetes de Lana Receives Grant,” Mora County Communicator,  August 11, 2005, n.p. 
32 “Tapetes de Lana Announces Grand Opening of the Mora Valley Spinning Mill in Mora,” 
Mora County Communicator, August 12, 2005, 6. 
33 “Tapetes de Lana Preparing for Grand Opening of Spinning Mill,” Mora County 
Communicator, August 25, 2005, n.p. 
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The Albuquerque Journal greeted the grand opening with fanfare, 

offering an article with photographs and highlights of the events, such as the 

presence of Lieutenant Governor Diane Denish. In the article Carla Gomez 

again stressed the boost it gives to weavers’ self-esteem when people from all 

over the world stop at Tapetes de Lana to admire and purchase their 

tapetes.34 

The Santa Fe New Mexican, too, covered the grand opening. The paper 

made sure to mention that the mill made use of passive solar technology for 

heating and rainwater catchment to wash the wool. Gomez also stressed to 

the New Mexican that the Economic Development Administration allowed the 

project to use local labor rather than having to do the work on a bid basis.35 

 The Mora County Communicator’s article on the grand opening mentions 

Robert Donnelly, owner of the Taos Valley Wool Mill. Donnelly trained the 

Tapetes employees to begin operations at the mill, where workers processed 

the wool by washing, carding, and spinning it.36 

On September 8, 2005, the Mora County Commission held a special 

meeting with Tapetes de Lana. After discussion of whether to issue a 

conditional use permit, which had been discussed at previous meetings, the 

permit was issued. One commissioner, Rosalie Regensberg, asked that it be 

 
34 Kathaleen Roberts, “Woman Weaves a Future: Nonprofit shop provides jobs, skills in 
impoverished area,” Albuquerque Journal, August 26, 2005, 1f. 
35 Tom Sharpe, “Mora nonprofit weaves opportunity for locals in wool industry: Tapetes de 
Lana opens new plant for spinning yarn,” Santa Fe New Mexican, August 26, 2005, C1, C3. 
36 “Tapetes de Lana Celebrates Grand Opening,” Mora County Communicator, September 2. 
2005. 
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placed in the record that she “strongly disagreed.”37 However, with the 

permit issued, all was clear for the mill to begin operations. It did shortly 

thereafter. 

In December 2005, Carla Gomez received the Star of the Southwest 

Award from the Economic Development Administration, one of two in a five-

state area. Her goal, she said in her remarks at the ceremony, was to “build 

economic sustainability through rural livelihood.”38  

From its beginnings in a one-room schoolhouse to its present housing 

in 11,000-square-foot quarters, one strength of Tapetes is that its success 

transcends local politics. Still, though, there is plenty of resentment by 

traditional political jefes who are jealous of any power or influence from 

outside that they themselves do not control.  

Eduardo Paz-Martinez in “Romancing Mora” 

quotes the residents in their resentment of Mora’s 

monolithic reputation for poverty and its related 

problems.39 Such a sense of pride in the community 

and in self is what Tapetes de Lana has sought to 

develop in its weavers.  

Figure 4.1. Illustration of women’s activism by Rini Templeton (courtesy Rini 
Templeton). 
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37 “Commission Holds Special Meeting,” Mora County Communicator, September 16, 2005. 
38 “Arts industry leader honored for economic effort,” Las Vegas Optic, December 8, 2005. 
39 Eduardo Paz-Martinez, “Romancing Mora,” 65. 
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 
 

Mora County, New Mexico, possesses a rich history and an equally 

interesting geography. The history ranges through domination by the 

Comanches to the early settlements at Mora and San Antonio and to its 

economic heyday in the Santa Fe Trail and Fort Union days. Geographically, 

Mora County contains a precis in landforms of the Intermountain West, from 

the Llano Estacado and the Canadian River gorge to the alpine parks and 

snow-clad peaks of the Sangre de Cristos, from rivers and lakes to high-

desert conditions. 

Twentieth-century Mora County, though, is no less diverse and its 

history no less interesting, for all the changes wrought by the coming of the 

railroad, the closure of Fort Union, and incorporation of Mora County into the 

wider culture of the United States. To some extent, Mora County reflects the 

social and economic changes and patterns that occurred throughout 

American life in the early, middle, and late twentieth century. Farming 

declined. A dearth of economic opportunity led many men to leave their 

families—some never to return. Those who remained behind became 

dependent on government assistance and on remittances from the industrial 

areas of the Southwest. 



Martha F. Marsh, Texas Tech University, December 2008 

66 

The federal government supplied relief to northern New Mexico in both 

the 1930s (through the New Deal program) and the 1960s (through the War 

in Poverty program). In both instances, revival of the traditional village arts 

which had declined in recent years, including weaving, formed part of the 

plan. 

Tapetes de Lana is a non-profit corporation founded to enlarge upon 

government programs of the New Deal and War on Poverty. Carla Gomez 

founded it partially as a response to welfare reform legislation of the 1990s 

that forced many of Mora County’s poor to find a new way to make their 

living. Tapetes de Lana also reflects the area’s strong identification with the 

Chicano movement that began in the 1940s and reached its peak in the 

1960s. 

The “taking up” of action for the people and by the people is what 

Laura Pulido means by “economic justice:” the quest of people within a 

subaltern group to redress past wrongs done to those people. One of her case 

studies involves Rio Arriba County, a neighbor to Mora County with many 

similar characteristics, and the establishment there of the wool-growing and 

weaving cooperative Ganados del Valle.  

Tapetes de Lana in Mora County in 2008 is not yet as successful in 

achieving economic justice for the people of Mora County as Ganados del 

Valle has been for the people of Rio Arriba County. One reason is time. 
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Tapetes has been in existence for only ten years, and it continues to suffer 

growing pains as its operations expand. 

A second reason is the character of the local people – both a strength 

and a problem for Tapetes de Lana and similar undertakings. Local people 

continue their pride in the old ways and resent interference from anyone they 

deem “outsiders,” sometimes even other Hispanos.1  

Discussion has begun about the future of Tapetes de Lana and 

continues about the future of Mora County itself. Some advocate the further 

development of tourism as a natural outcome of the beauty of the landscape 

and its proximity to Taos and Santa Fe. Others believe it will fundamentally 

and negatively change the character of the place they know, have lived in, 

and love as it is. Eduardo Paz-Martinez’s essay “Romancing Mora” points up 

the variety of hopes the people of the Mora Valley have and emphasizes as an 

object lesson that consensus is rarely achievable in modern Mora. The article 

is a vignette of contemporary Mora, with one eye looking to traditions and the 

past whilst keeping the other eye on the future and how Mora can best use its 

resources to aid its citizens while protecting its traditions and its 

environment.2 

This discussion is familiar to residents of other economically 

disadvantaged parts of the country, particularly Appalachia. After the 

improvements effected by President Johnson’s War on Poverty there and the 

 
1 deBuys, Enchantment and Exploitation, 121. 
2 Eduardo Paz-Martinez, “Romancing Mora,” 70. 
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continued largesse brought by Senator Robert C. Byrd’s influence, West 

Virginia, the only state that lies completely within Appalachia, retains in 

2008 its reputation primarily as a poor and culturally backward, yet beautiful 

place.3 Even the Vice President of the United States referred to this 

reputation when speaking of the 2008 primary election season.4 

 It is no accident that one of the principals in the Santa Fe Ring, Stephen 

Elkins, went on from his start in public life in New Mexico to accumulate 

fantastic amounts of power and money in coal- and timber-rich West 

Virginia. He operated in similar political and social climates, and indeed, 

there is much that is similar. 

Wending one’s way through the county back roads near Mora, en route 

to mountain land and a tiny rustic home there, one can reflect on the 

landscape in Mora County of junked cars, irrigated fields, and crumbling 

adobe houses flanked by brand-new double-wide mobile homes. In 2008 all 

looks very familiar to views in Appalachia, except that in West Virginia the 

family homestead in ruins would be a vintage log cabin rather than the 

crumbling adobe house in New Mexico.  

In Appalachia, there is an increasing trend to appropriate such old 

cultural and family property and transform it into chic living space, through 

 
3 Steve Tuttle, “Why Appalachia Counts in 2008,” http://www.newsweek.com/id/143759, 
accessed October 7, 2008. 
4 Ibid. 
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painstaking deconstruction and reconstruction if need be.5 Luckily, perhaps, 

for the people of Mora County, adobe houses cannot be moved: they are part 

of the earth from which they were made and intimately and inseparably tied 

to the local environment. Yet, they too are vulnerable to a form of willful 

blindness on the part of their inheritors, who may seek the modern at the 

expense of the traditional in an effort to improve their condition of 

subalternity and come more into line with the mainstream of Anglo culture, 

the “other” that has oppressed them socially, economically, and politically 

since the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. 

Northern New Mexico since that time has taken the same road as 

Appalachia’s “path to dependency,” as author Paul Salstrom has termed it. 

Salstrom argues that the extraction of resources from Appalachia in 

conjunction with the rise of a cash-based economy, as well as its isolation in 

the mountains, doomed the Appalachia of the late nineteenth century and 

more recent times.6 

The mission statement of Tapetes de Lana, adopted in 2002, is “In 

order to promote sustainable development in some of northern New Mexico’s 

rural communities, Tapetes de Lana’s mission is to collaborate with those 

 
5 This was the fate of my family “home place,” built in the 1820’s.  
6 Paul Salstrom, Appalachia’s Path to Dependency: Rethinking a Region’s Economic History, 
1730-1940 (Lexington: The University Press of Kentucky, 1994), 40. 
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communities to develop employment opportunities and culturally-centered 

rural arts programs based on the region’s rich heritage.”7 

In its development of a training program for weavers and the contract 

relationships weavers create with the corporation at the end of their training, 

Tapetes de Lana through 2008 has seen progress of its mission and Carla 

Gomez’s vision of sustainable development rooted in the land. The opening of 

the spinning mill was a major step toward that sustainable development, and 

its opening and operation provide the encouragement local people need to go 

back to sheepraising as a mode of livelihood. The mission of Tapetes has 

made a successful start despite the area’s long-standing political disputes. 

Traditional land use patterns may be slowly reestablished. Tapetes de Lana 

may be the path to empowerment Moreños have long sought. 

 
 
Figure 5.1. Illustration of village life by Rini Templeton (courtesy Rini 

Templeton).

                                                 

70 
7 Janet Gerard to Tapetes de Lana Executive Board, August 25, 2002. 
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