Cultural Traditions of
Abandoned Rural
Cultural Landscapes

Fig. 1. Martin Apodaca
Homestead, Canyon Largo,
Lindrith Vicinity, Rio Arriba
County, New Mexico, 2003.
HABS No. NM-201.

Uninhabited landscapes
in arid environments
reveal signatures that
may reflect the cultural
traditions of past residents.

Carrie J. Gregory

Organically evolved and of the historic-vernacular type,
the landscape of the upper Largo Canyon in northwest
New Mexico includes a former residential community

of primarily Spanish Americans, along with Anglo-American and Native
American inhabitants. Today most of the land within the canyon is administered by the U.S. Bureau of Land Management (BLM) of New Mexico, which
is tasked with balancing natural-resource procurement (oil and gas development) and cultural-resource conservation in this region. Under Sections 106
and 110 of the National Historic Preservation Act, through the placement
of Areas of Critical Environmental Concerns around these properties, and
with their own guidance, the BLM has long been actively preserving the few
architectural and structural remnants of the historical period in upper Largo
Canyon.1

Background
The initial project, sponsored and funded by the BLM, consisted of an archaeological and cultural-landscape inventory of upper Largo Canyon of known
historical-period archaeological sites and potential new sites that dated from
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1829 to 1943. Specialists conducting the fieldwork included a historical archaeologist, prehistoric archaeologists specializing in the region, a
cartographer, and a landscape historian.
Methods included intensive archaeological and landscape survey, digital photography, geospatial analysis and mapping, and documentation. Project results
were presented in a cultural-resources
inventory report and a National Register of Historic Places Multiple Property
Documentation Form with nine individual nominations.2 This article is a
synthesis of some of the results of that
project and an exploration of whether
vestiges or signatures identified in the
landscape that reflect the cultural traditions of its former residents can be correlated to cultural affiliation.
Many researchers have studied ethnic
communities in northern New Mexico,
their associated cultural patterns, and
how these patterns are manifested. Particular to this investigation were those
publications that looked at community
structure or focused on the landscape
impress. The extensive archival research
for this project provided direct associations of specific properties and historical activities to early settlers of upper
Largo Canyon and their families.3
Upper Largo Canyon is considered a
Spanish-American community. Research
indicates that between 1877 and 1943,
187 people resided in the area: 126
were Spanish-American, 59 were AngloAmerican, 1 was Navajo, and 1 was
Native American (tribal affiliation not
specified).4
Historical-period land use within upper
Largo Canyon began with Spanish military expeditions in pursuit of Navajo
raiders in 1705, increased with the
establishment of the Old Spanish Trail
in 1829, became permanent with the
first homestead built circa 1869, and
waned after the last homestead patent
was granted in 1943.5 Primary historical-period activities included homesteading, ranching, farming, commerce,
and transportation.6 Settlers developed
the infrastructure to support these
endeavors in direct response to local
geography, topography, vegetation, and
access to water, interacting with and
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adapting to the natural environment.
Settlers resided along Largo Wash and
in branch canyons having walls up to
600 feet (180 meters) high. Settlement
in upper Largo Canyon was dispersed
linearly through the canyon, and there
was no coherent village center. Community resources included a cemetery,
a school, a dwelling used as a part-time
church, a stock trail to the top of the
mesa, and three trading posts. There
were few reliable water sources, and
settlements were constructed primarily
from available local resources, such as
stone, adobe, piñon (pinyon pine), and
cottonwood. Eking out a subsistence living, residents grew corn, beans, chiles,
tobacco, onions, garlic, and squash and
raised sheep, goats, cattle, and mules.7
These activities left an imprint on the
landscape that is important in New
Mexico’s history, as it exhibits the vestiges of rural settlement and homesteading patterns, as well as trade, transportation, and cultural traditions.

Literature Review
In their seminal 1989 publication about
the history, architecture, and cultural
landscape of the Spanish American village of La Tierra Amarilla, New Mexico
(located 55 miles northeast of upper
Largo Canyon), historians Chris Wilson
and David Kammer elucidate the importance of the “trinity of land, water,
and people.”8 They noted that the most
common nineteenth-century SpanishAmerican settlement type was the linear
village, or roadside settlement pattern,
and explained that the “fundamental
Hispanic organization of space [is]: first
the river, then the fields, above them the
acequia [water conveyance channel], the
road, the houses and finally above and
behind them are the corrals formed by
barns, shed and fences.”9 Spanish colonial settlements and Spanish-American
settlements have always been dispersed
across the landscape. As described by
ethnographer Frances Leon Swadesh,
they consisted of “a few small, scattered
ranches and lacked local administrative machinery.”10 Archaeologist David
Snow, writing about rural SpanishAmerican community organization,
stated that “the tendency of settlement

has been toward dispersal of households
over an uncrowded landscape.”11
As historians Boyd C. Pratt and Dan
Scurlock have explained, post-1868
settlement patterns of Spanish-American
villages were developed in response to
local geography and access to a water
supply for domestic and agricultural
purposes.12 It should be noted that this
is also a common trait of Native American settlements throughout time. Both
Spanish-American and Anglo-American
agricultural systems depended on ditch
irrigation, in which farmers diverted
water from streams, seeps, and springs
to their fields.13 Spanish-American residential features in rural areas included
dugout root cellars, corrals, outbuildings, hornos (mud-adobe outdoor
ovens), and wells.14 Landscape historian John Brinckerhoff Jackson argued
that the traditional use of space within
Spanish-American homesteads showed
clear distinctions between dwellings
associated with daily household activities and outbuildings used for ranching
and farming activities. Anglo-American
residential features in rural areas also
included barns, granaries, and fences.15
In addition, Pratt and Scurlock have
noted that the layout of buildings constructed by Anglo-Americans and Spanish Americans differs from that of the
Navajo. In homesteads of both Spanish
Americans and Anglo-Americans, the
buildings—dwellings, barns, and corrals—were often arranged in a C-shape
and opened to the south.16 In Navajo
landscapes the dwelling was separate
from ranching features and opened to
the east.17
Pratt and Scurlock also indicated that
the dwellings of the earliest colonial
settlers of northwest New Mexico
were originally constructed in the jacal
fashion, “with upright posts plastered
with mud and roofed with flat beams
and latillas” (narrow pieces of wood
laid between ceiling beams).18 Adobe
construction with viga (ceiling beams or
rafters) and latilla-style roofs was also
common in Spanish-American settlements of this region. Early SpanishAmerican house forms had linearly ar
ranged rooms. Called “boxcar” houses
by Swadesh, these dwellings consisted
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of two or three rooms with one door to
the outside.19 Additions included sections joined to the house along the same
axis or at right angles. Larger houses
were L-shaped or U-shaped with a plazuela or placita, a courtyard surrounded
by room blocks. Food preparation often
occurred outside the house at a hearth
under a ramada, a temporary or permanent shelter with a roof and no walls.
Historical archaeologist Scott O’Mack
agreed with Jackson that additive construction was the “hallmark of SpanishAmerican rural architecture” and that it
“was not simply an expedient building
style dictated by circumstances, but an
expression of a distinctive cultural outlook having a similarly additive notion
of the family.”20 Anglo-American dwellings were often constructed of logs or
adobe; the former were picket houses
or log cabins. The picket house is very
similar in form to the Spanish-American
jacal, a construction type that Native
Americans also used in the area for
thousands of years. Anglo-American
house forms were typically single-cell
or hall-and-parlor plans. The SpanishAmerican linear arrangement of rooms
was not typical in Anglo-American
buildings.21
In addition to homesteading, another
common enterprise of regional settlements was the trading post. Although
not much is known about features associated with Anglo-American or SpanishAmerican trading posts in the region,
Pratt and Scurlock have conducted
investigations of trading posts on the
lands of the nearby Navajo Nation.22
Archaeologist Lynn Cronk has described
expected components of a Navajo trading-post site to be as follows:
• Trading-post building
•T
 rader’s living quarters within the
main building or in an adjacent building that included a combination
cooking-and-eating area and sleeping
quarters
• S torage for goods within the main
building or in an adjacent building
•A
 well or permanent source of water
•H
 ogans, traditional dwellings of the
Navajo people for resident laborers,
guests, or additional storage; substantial corrals or a temporary animal-

containment area, grazing area, and
water source
• A ramada, or shade area
• Horno
• Spatial patterning and proximity of
components providing accessibility
and protection

Fig. 2. Martin Apodaca Homestead,
built c. 1910, overview of residential
complex, view looking southsoutheast, April 6, 2012. Unless
otherwise noted, all images from
Phillip O. Leckman et al., courtesy
Bureau of Land Management,
Farmington Field Office.

• Location near well-traveled route or
number of Navajo families
• Evidence of additional profession or
occupation.23

Cultural-landscape Inventory
Largo Canyon is one of the longest
dry washes in the world and the most
important and predominant natural
landscape feature of its region.24 The
patterns and signatures of abandoned
rural homesteading and ranching on
cultural landscapes are often hard to
discern in arid environments. Some features are ephemeral in nature, such as
once-sowed gardens or former grazing
lands. Many features, such as low rock
walls, rock scatters, and unlined waterconveyance channels, blend in visually
and can be missed easily during an
inventory, especially because they were
developed using on-site materials. Environmental factors have the most effect
on landscape features in arid environments. Erosion of materials from wind

and water and the growth of vegetation
diminish the integrity, condition, and
visibility of features. With such ephemeral features and potential condition
problems, historical documentation
becomes a critical component of identification efforts.
Nonetheless, even in this formidable
environment, many of the historicalperiod activities that occurred in upper
Largo Canyon left imprints on the
landscape. Consisting of components
and evidence of processes, cultural and
natural features reflected the day-to-day
activities and traditions of ordinary people and how they adapted to the natural
environment. Landscape characteristics
identified in the canyon were categorized following guidelines provided
by the U.S. National Park Service.25
Landscape components—particularly
land use, spatial organization, buildings and structures, circulation patterns,
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Fig. 3. Margarita Martinez
Homestead, Canyon Largo,
Lindrith Vicinity, Rio Arriba
County, New Mexico, 2004. HABS
No. NM-202.

and cluster arrangements—reflected
a direct response by the residents to
natural systems and features of the
environment, such as climate, topography, and vegetation. Eleven properties
were assessed for the cultural-landscape
inventory in the original project, and
three properties, which had potentially
discernable features associated with
cultural traditions, are of focus in this
article: two residential properties, the
Martin Apodaca Homestead and the
Margarita Martinez Homestead, and
one commercial/residential property,
the Haynes Trading Post. The Apodaca and Martinez homesteads were
settled by Spanish-American settlers,
and the Haynes Trading Post was operated by Anglo-American brothers, who
employed Navajo laborers to run the
establishment. All of these properties
have remained abandoned since their
original occupants left. While each of
these three properties has numerous
extant landscape features, only a selection of features are discussed in this
article.

Martin Apodaca Homestead
The Martin Apodaca Homestead still
exhibits several historical landscape
32

characteristics, despite the fact that the
Apodacas left the property in approximately 1930. The homestead is tucked
into the end of a small branch canyon
known locally as Rincon Pollito; it is
located at the base of the escarpment
in a small box canyon (Fig. 1). Natural
systems and features and the topography are reflected in the location and setting of the homestead and in the use of
local construction materials. Vegetation,
small-scale features, and the remains
of a barn suggest the land was used for
ranching, a use that is supported by historical documentation. Spatial organization is evident in the clustered residential complex (the remains of a residence,
barn, and three large cottonwood trees)
(Fig. 2); the distance of that complex
from the other combined residence and
part-time church; and the ranching features between them. Constructed water
features still evident include a portion
of an earthen dam, which was used to
enclose a large reservoir fed by a spring
and a seep. Views from the residential
complex are to the southwest, overlooking upper Largo Canyon and the main
road, and likely toward nonextant cultivated lands and grazing areas.

Margarita Martinez
Homestead
The Margarita Martinez Homestead
still exhibits several historical landscape
characteristics, in spite of the family
selling the property in 1943. The homestead is situated on the northern side of
Tafoya Canyon, a small branch or side
canyon of upper Largo Canyon (Fig.
3). Natural systems and features and
topography are reflected in the location
and setting of the homestead and in the
use of local materials for construction.
Vegetation and small-scale features
suggest a land use of ranching, which
is supported by historical documentation. Spatial organization is expressed
through the separation of a cluster of
ranching features from the remains of a
residence and the location of water-conveyance channels that run through the
landscape (Fig. 4). Constructed water
features are represented by the three
water-conveyance channels; one channel
is located directly below an unenhanced
spring. Views from the landscape are
to the southeast, overlooking Largo
Canyon and the main road and likely
toward nonextant cultivated lands and
grazing areas (Fig. 5).

(Fig. 6). The landscape of the trading
post extends from the floor of a wash,
up two terraces, and onto the mesa
above. The remains of the main building are located at the lowest elevation.
On the terrace above the building is a
road, and on the terrace above the road
are trails that lead to five water sources
and the remains of contemporaneous
Navajo archaeological features to
the Haynes trading post on another
terrace above (Fig. 7).
Vegetation and extant small-scale features suggest a land use of ranching.
The remains of the large main building,
a permanent water system, hogans, and
sweat lodges on the mesa above, as well
as animal-containment areas, suggest
that ranching was carried out at a commercial scale, as supported by historical
research. Spatial organization of the
large complex is expressed through the
locations and layout of features and the
inclusion of three large cluster arrangements. The views from the landscape
are to the northwest, overlooking
Escrito Canyon and the road that traverses it; the upper terrace of the landscape also affords views of the Haynes
Trading Post itself.

Identification of Cultural
Traditions

Fig. 4. Margarita Martinez
Homestead, built 1908, view looking
west-northwest, April 6, 2012.
Fig. 5. Margarita Martinez
Homestead, overview with corrals
and lambing pens to the right and
residence to the left (in middle
ground), view looking southsouthwest, April 6, 2012.

Haynes Trading Post
The Haynes Trading Post still exhibits
several historical landscape characteristics, despite the fact that the operations ceased circa 1929. The trading
post is situated on the south side of
an unnamed branch canyon of Escrito
Canyon, south of upper Largo Canyon.
Natural systems and features and the
builders’ response to the topography
are evident in the location and setting
of the trading post and in the use of
local materials for construction. A large
arroyo, a dry stream bed that seasonally
flows after sufficient rain, cuts through
the canyon just north of the remains of
the main building of the trading post

Upper Largo Canyon exhibits a linear
village or roadside settlement pattern, which was the most common
nineteenth-century Spanish-American
settlement type. With not quite one
person per square mile, the canyon had
a dispersed population and uncrowded
landscape, typical of Spanish-American
settlements. The landscape reflects the
importance of land, water, and people,
and the pattern of settlement was clearly
developed in response to local geography and access to water, a pattern of all
early villages in the low and high deserts
of the American Southwest.
At both the Apodaca and Martinez
homesteads and the Haynes Trading
Post, cultural traditions are recognizable in the layout of the landscape features and the construction techniques.
The extant features of each reflected a
C-shape plan that opens to the south,
typical of both Anglo-American and
33
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for a domestic water supply and the
potential for commercial value.
All buildings at these sites were constructed of stone laid in mortar and had
Spanish-American viga- and latilla-style
roofs; in one room at the Martinez
Homestead the jacal construction technique was used. Rooms were added to
the dwellings at the two homesteads
at right angles. The layout of the main
building of the trading post was rectangular, but every room had an exterior
door. While the construction methods
at the trading post were associated with
Spanish-American tradition, the layout
of the building was not.
The landscape of the Haynes Trading Post includes many characteristics
of a typical trading post found on the
Navajo Nation. It includes a tradingpost shelter with the trader’s living
quarters in the main building; archaeological remains of outbuildings possibly
used for storage; a permanent source
of water; hogans; animal-containment
areas; grazing areas atop the mesa
accessed by the main trail; and a geographical location that provided protection and access to a well-traveled route.
Additionally, two hogans and two sweat
lodges on the terrace above the trading
post reflect traditional Navajo construction techniques.

Conclusions

Fig. 6. Haynes Trading Post (in middle ground),
Escrito Canyon, New Mexico, built c. 1875–
1908, view looking north-northeast, April 6,
2012.
Fig. 7. Haynes Trading Post, date built
unknown, rock-lined trail to terrace above
post, view looking southeast, April 6, 2012.
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Spanish-American settlements. Both
homesteads used gravity irrigation
through ditches diverting the runoff
from natural springs and seeps, while
the trading post used gravity irrigation
with a system of pipes that diverted
runoff from enhanced springs and
stored the water in a cistern. The trading post had a much more sophisticated
water system, indicating a greater need

Ambiguities limit the ability to correlate cultural traditions seen in the
landscape components of upper Largo
Canyon to the cultural affiliation of the
occupant. For example, organization
of space in these landscapes may have
been restricted due to the amount of
arable land within the canyon walls and
not associated with the fundamental
Hispanic organization of space. Additionally, the absence of vegetation and
the lack of small-scale features associated with ranching areas limited the
ability to define distinct separations of
space between residential and agricultural activities, which is an indicator of
cultural affiliation. Lastly, in the same
way that building materials were more
likely chosen because of their availability rather than cultural tradition, there
is the potential that a builder or group
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of builders provided services to all residents in this region, thereby making the
method of construction an unreliable
means of associating cultural affiliation
to the occupant of the landscape.
While the associations between cultural traditions and affiliations remain
somewhat tenuous in these three cultural landscapes of upper Largo Canyon, this article does demonstrate that
cultural-landscape characteristics can be
associated with cultural traditions and
potential cultural affiliations. Additional
research could assist in the development
of a model or means by which to assess
the cultural affiliation of settlement
landscapes in northern New Mexico.
Such research efforts could include identifying cultural traditions of additional
landscape-feature types; defining additional differences in property layouts
among cultural groups; determining
whether cultural traditions were
influenced by ownership, including age
or gender; determining whether
the landscape layout was influenced
more by use than by cultural affiliation;
and determining whether residents
modified their cultural traditions to fit
the environment, despite their cultural
affiliation.
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