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INTRODUCTION

On December 31, 1987, Public Law 100-225 established El Malpais National Monument and EIl
Malpais National Conservation Area in the State of New Mexico. The Act set aside for the
benefit and enjoyment of future generations nationally significant features, such as the Grants
LavaFlow, Las Ventanas Chacoan Archeological Site, Perpetual Ice Caves, and other prominent
natural and cultural resources.

The bill provides for 376,000 acres--262,000 as a national conservation area managed by the
Bureau of Land Management and 114,000 acres as a national monument administered by the
National Park Service. Legislation designates the Masau Trail, a vehicular tour route, linking
El Malpais National Monument with other major sites of antiquity in New Mexico and Arizona.

El Malpais National Monument’s boundaries include lands south of Interstate 40 near Grants,
the Sandstone Bluffs area on the east side of the malpais adjacent to Highway 117, and
Highways 53 and 109 flank the western boundary. The National Conservation Area extends
out and circumvents national monument lands on all sides except north. Much of the National
Conservation Area has been designated Wilderness Area.

Asanew unit of the National Park Service, El Malpais National Monument is deficient in basic
data necessary for planning requirements. This report will delineate the salient history of the
region and identify historical themes and events associated with the monument and
conservation area. The ultimate goal is to provide managers, interpreters, and resource
personnel with background material on the region’s cultural history, toreflect human existence,
interaction, and awareness and appreciation of this historically rich and beautiful land.

This study could not have been completed without the assistance of so many people. ToMelody
Webb, former Regional Historian for the Southwest Region, I owe a gratidute of thanks for
having confidence in me that I could accomplish the project and for the helpful suggestions,
reviews, and editorial critiques that greatly improved this manuscript. My associates in the
Southwest Regional Office, I appreciate your comments and professional advise and support.

Few research endeavors can be completed without the support of archivists and librarians. I
own a debt of gratitude to the following public libraries and their professional staffs:
University of New Mexico in Albuquerque; New Mexico State University--Grants Campus;
University of New Mexico--Gallup Campus; New Mexico State Records and Archive Center;
Museum of New Mexico in Santa Fe; Mother Whiteside Memorial Library, Grants; and Arizona
Historical Society, Tucson.

Obviously, an undertaking of this magnitude involves the cooperation of many others. I wish
to express my sincere thanks to Doug Eury, Superintendent of El Malpais National Monument.
Doug was extremely helpfulin providing me with research materials on the development of the
park. In addition, he supplied the names of local residents whom I interviewed. I am grateful
to the employees of the Bureau of Land Management, Grants District. Steve Fischer was
indispensable. Not only did he provide helpful information, Steve took timeout from his busy
schedule to escort me to some of the historic sites in the area.

vii



viil Introduction

Last but not least, I wish to thank the following people who live and work in the Grants area.
Without their assistance, this project could not have succeeded: David and Cora Candelaria,
Wilber Thigpen, Ina Elkins, Bobby Elkins, Pierre and Irene Arrossa, Marshall Goodwin,
Christine Adams, and Dovie and Lewis Bright. To all, I am deeply appreciative, and give my
heartfelt thanks.



CHAPTER I

SETTING

Conquistadors dubbed it El Malpais meaning in Spanish "the bad country.” And it was
malpais--a mass of jagged, jumbled, coal-black rock. The early travelers tried to avoid it. Most
roads simply skirted the lava flows. Trails, however, succeeded in slicing through them.
Indiansliving in the area, Acomas and Zunis, forged a footpath through the malpais connecting
the two pueblos and forming one of the oldest highways in the region. For the Spaniards, the
malpais represented a formidable obstacle. Their horses could not negotiate the razor-like lava
without lacerating hooves and fetlocks. The Spanish found it necessary to circumvent the
malpais traveling either north via the Rio San Jose corridor or angling south, traversing the
chain of extinct volcanoes on the west side of the lava flows.

To the Spaniards and later settlers, this geologic phenomenon seemed incongruous with the
semi-arid landscape that dominates most of New Mexico. El Malpais forms part of the
Colorado Plateau and core of the Mount Taylor volcanic region, one of the most significant
volcanic areas in the United States. The western portion of the region falls within the
elongated dome called the Zuni Uplift. The eastern half lies within the Acoma Embayment.
Most of the volcanic features rest within this area.l

Unequivocally, the most prominent features of El Malpais are the gnarled configurations
formed by molten lava. Terminating at Grants, the primary lava deposits range southward for
40 miles. In width they fluctuate from 5-15 miles. These flows consist of four distinct basalt
flows. Basalt is simply a form of solidified lava. Of the four flows the Zuni Canyon flow is
the smallest. Its total area probably does not exceed six square miles. Its source is the Zuni
Mountains, which flank the western border of the park. The Zuni Canyon flow originates from
two separate points. Scientists claim the Zuni Canyon flow was a slow-moving river of fire.
Its course was north, down the narrow corridor of Zuni Canyon until its juncture with the San
Jose Valley near the present town of Milan. None of the Zuni flow falls within the boundary
of the preserve.

The Laguna and McCartys flows are within El Malpais National Monument and National
Conservation Area boundary. The Laguna is the larger and the older of the two and, like the
Zuni Canyon flow, tends to be characterized as "slightly eroded, grey-tinted lavas with a thin
veneer of soil cover.”> In actuality the Laguna is a complex of many flow units including the
Bandera, Twin Craters-Lava Crater-Cerro Candelaria-Lost Woman flows, El Calderon, Hoya
de Cibola, and Cerro Redija flows. The Laguna deposits blanket most of the San Jose valley
between State Highways 117 and 53. The origin of the Laguna flow are approximately 40 miles
south. A distinguishing trademark of the Laguna flows is the plethora and variety of lava
formations that geologists have appropriately named as spatter cones, pahochoe flows, and AA

IDavid A. Gallio and Joseph A. Tainter. Cultural Resources Overview Mt. Tavlor Area. New Mexico. (Albuquerque and
Santa Fe. New Mexico: U.S. Department of the Interior. Bureau of Land Management. and U.S. Department of Agriculture,
National Forest Service. 1980). 6.

2H.L. James. "Rivers of Fire.” New Mexico. 46 (September 1968): 2-4.

3us. Department of the Interior. National Park Service, A Study of Alternatives El Malpais (Washington. D.C.: U.S.
Government Printing Office, n.d.), 5.




2 Chapter I

flows. Also featured in the Laguna flows is outstanding examples of volcanic activities--lava
tubes, cinder cone of classic symmetry, and a score of ice caves.

The McCartys flow spewed in the same general vicinity as the Laguna. Its course tracked
northward parallelling the eastern edge of the Laguna flow. The McCartys flow consist of a
thin narrow band of jet black lava, described by one geologist "as fresh and unweathered as the
historic flows of the Hawaiian Islands."”>  The McCartys flow represents the most recent
volcanic activity. Archeological evidence suggest the eruption occurred as recent as 500 years
ago, certainly not much more than 1,000 years ago.” Acoma Indians in recounting their
traditional stories relate that lava flows inundated cultivated fields of their ancestors. If so,
this would identify the McCartys flow as occurring between 700 A.D. and 1540. Upon reaching
the Rio San Jose valley, McCartys’s liquid fire veered east ultimately terminating about five
miles downstream at the hamlet of McCarty’s.

Another flow, the Bluewater, terminates approximately five miles northwest of Grants. It is
probably the oldest of the four flows being in the neighborhood of a million years old. The
Bluewater erupted from near Haystack Butte flowing in a general southeastwardly manner
along the Rio San Jose bottom. None of the Bluewater flow lies within the monument
boundary. Equally impressive are the numerous volcanic cinder cones associated with earlier
flows. Without question, Bandera Crater is the most imposing. Flanked by ten or more lesser
cones, Bandera sports a diameter of 1800 feet. The depth of the crater is 700 feet. Two other
natural landmarks, El Calderon and Twin Craters, are nearby.

Numerousice caves punctuate the Laguna flow. The largest, a commercially operated venture,
is adjacent to Highway 53 approximately 25 miles south of Grants. Without official name this
ice cave is sometimes referred to as Perpetual Ice Cave or Zuni Ice Cave. Water is the substance
of all life. In most sections of the Southwest it is a precious commodity often in short supply.
It is essential to El Malpais. Annual precipitation in the region averages 10 inches. Moisture
from localized thunderstorms is most prevalent in the summer months. Surprisingly, the lava
beds retain rainfall better than the arid land surrounding them because of the porous quality
of the lava rock. Water permeates the lava and is trapped beneath the basalt. In addition, the
lava acts as an insulatin& agent reducing evaporation. Instead, some of the moisture cools and
becomes crystalline ice.

Evidence of human activity in El Malpais is ubiquitous. From archeological evidence the
region’s first dwellers appeared in the area during the Paleo-Indian Period (10,000-5,500 B.C.).
These earliest inhabitants subsisted chiefly from hunting game. About all that remains of their
occupation are the stone and bone tools they left behind. During the Archiac Period (5,500
B.C.-400 A.D.), El Malpais’s residents exhibited a growing dependence on agriculture. Indians

*Ibid.. p. 1.

Sibid.. p. 5.

OIbid.

7James. “Rivers of Fire.” 46. 4.

8National Park Service. A Study of Alternatives: El Malpais. pp. 11-14.

9Allen A. Carter. "Perpetual Ice Caves,” October 23. 1936, Works Progress Administration. File 34, Archives of New
Mexico-State Records Center & Archives, Santa Fe, New Mexico.
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began to utilize the surrounding mesa tops and valleys for seasonal periods. They occupied
shelters beneath the overhangs of Cebolleta Mesa, which dominates the castern edge of the lava
flow.

The Anasazi (A.D. 400-1600) represents the transformation of Indians from hunters-food
gatherers to a Puebloan peoples, who were chiefly farmers. With an economy centered around
agriculture, the Anasazi created stationary villages and established permanent architecture.
The process evolved slowly. Cave shelters were supplanted with jacal and pithouses beginning
about 800 A.D. During the Cebolleta Phase (A.D. 950-1000), Indian presence intensified above
canyon mouths, while declining on mesa tops. The Kowina Phase (A.D. 1200-1400) produced
a period of significant cultural modifications. Population shifts increased from numerous
small units to centralized locations. Indians returned to the mesa tops. Kowina Ruins, situated
on Cebolleta Mesa, is an excellent example of pre-Pueblo lifestyle. Kowina contains more than
300 rooms.

Toward the end of the thirteenth century, widespread drought impacted the inhabitants living
on the mesas. Demographics point to the abandonment of the mesa tops in favorof living along
the valleys, such as the Rio San Jose to the north and the Rios Puerco and Grande to the east.
This exodus did not occur overnight but had been accomplished by the end of the next century.
At the outset of the 1400s, the Kowina Phase had disappeared altogether. Indians now lived
in fewer but larger towns or pueblos. Typical of this process is Acoma Pueblo.”~

Coronado’s expedition into New Mexico officially propelled the first Americans from a state
of prehistory into the historic period. Spaniards found the Indians living communal-style in
pueblos with an economy based on agriculture. Two major Indian tribes flanked the malpais.
The powerful Zunis resided on the western slopes of the Zuni Mountains. Acoma Pueblo lay
east of the Zuni Tribe with the lava beds separating the two pueblos.

Beginning with the first European contact with New Mexico’s Indians, the trademark of the
succeeding Spanish, Mexican, and American cultures in dealing with the Indians was to
subjugate them. Deploying technological and military dominance, the European-based cultures
eventually subdued and pacified the original inhabitants of the Southwest. From prehistory
to the present, however, the rugged topography of the malpais has dominated Indian, Spanish,
and American activities. Nearly 40 miles long, El Malpais formed a nearly implacable
obstruction to east-west travelers, or to all those who endeavored to penetrate it as a short cut
to gain access to more inviting territory. Despite the cultural differences common threads link,
dominate, and dictate living patterns in El Malpais. Climatical conditions, vegetative covering,
boom-and-bust cycle of the mining, timber, and railroad industries have all influenced and
molded the interaction of the Indian, the Hispanic, and European-American.

10Tainter and Gallio. Cultural Resources Overview. p- 37.

Uybid.. pp. 60-61.

Libid.. p. 63.



CHAPTER II

GLORY, GOD, AND GOLD: THE CONQUEST OF NEW MEXICO

When Francisco Vasquez de Coronado’s expedition entered the present United States border
in 1540, it constituted the first intensive exploration of what is now the Southwest United
States. Coronado’s trek through the deserts of Arizona and New Mexico was designed and
patterned after similar Spanish conquests in Central and South America. Indeed, for the
previous 40 years a procession of Spanish conquistadors had been searching for wealth, fame,
and adventure. In rapid succession Spain conquered vast chunks of real estate in the Americas.
The Aztecs fell to Hernan Cortes in 1521; Francisco de Pizarro devastated the Incas of Peru in
1532; Mexico was subjugated and in the process, Spain planted in 1535, the first permanent vice
royalty in America. Political power was invested in the viceroy and a judicial tribunal, the
Audencia. Because of the behemoth size of Spain’s New World holdings, it became an
administrative necessity to divide the kingdom into smaller more manageable regions. Mexico
City became the seat of Spain’s occupied provinces. To the north lay an unexplored empire and
potentially as lucrative as the wealth found in Peru and Mexico. Exploration into the northern
provinces followed without delay.

Spanish expansionism used dual paths. One path pursued an unrelenting push for exploitation
and diversion of Indian wealth into the coffers of Spain. The other route championed Spain’s
desire to expand Christianity by converting the demonic souls of its new-found subjects to
Catholicism. For the first two decades of the sixteenth century, Spain principally engaged the
Aztec and Inca Empires. In quick succession it extracted huge deposits of mineral wealth from
its victims and began the process of rescuing the souls of the natives. By the third decade,
Spanish attention turned northward, beyond Mexico, to the pervasive rumors of treasures in
North America.

The Spanish crown nodded in acquiescent to a series of land and sea campaigns, some of which
failed disastrously. One expedition commanded by Panfilo de Narvaez set sail from Cuba in
the spring of 1528 bound for Florida. Coming to shore near present-day Tampa, the command
wandered in search of the rumored wealthy kingdom of Apalachee. They found nothing but
trouble. The Indians were unfriendly and poor. Moreover, Navarez’s supply ships, which
intended to rendezvous with him up the Florida coast returned to Cuba.l Disillusioned and
fatigued by their ordeal, the commander aborted the mission. The expeditioners decided to
seek refuge in Mexico, and they constructed makeshift boats fashioned from the skins of their
horses to transport them. Setting a westerly course across the Gulf of Mexico, disaster struck
when the ships foundered in a storm. The survivors came to shore on or near Galveston Island
in November 1528. A combination of disecase, exposure, and Indians attacks whittled the
approximately 100 survivors down to four2 Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca, Andres Dorantes,
Alonso del Castillo Maldonado, and Dorantes’s Moorish slave, Estevanico, eventually banded
together. They began an overland odyssey punctuated by seven long years of living off the
land and from handouts of local Indians. In the summer of 1535, Cabeza de Vaca and his
motley entourage waded the Rio Grande near the confluence of that river with the Rio

IHerbert E. Bolton. The Spanish Borderlands (New Haven: Yale University Press. 1921). 19-25.

2John Francis Bannon. The Spanish Borderlands Frontier 1513-1821 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press. 1974).
13. Cabeza de Vaca's account of the four survivors of Navarez's ill-starred expedition has been translated and contained in
Frederick W. Hodge and Theodore H. Lewis. editors. Spanish Explorers in the Southern United States. 1528-1543 (New York.
Charles Scribner’s Sons. 1907). See also Cyclone Covey. translator and editor. Cabeza de Vaca's Adventures in the Unknown
Interior of America (New York: Crowell-Collier. 1961). See also Cleve Hallenbeck. Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca: The Journey
and Route of the First European to Cross the Continent of North America (Glendale: California. 1940).
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Conchos (near Presidio, Texas). Plodding westward, they crossed the backbone of the Sierre
Madres where by happenstance they bumped into Spanish military.

The quartet appeared before Nuno de Guzman, provincial governor of Nueva Galicia. Later
de Vaca’s group visited Mexico City, where they had an interview with Viceroy of New Spain,
Antonio de Mendoza. Mendoza listened as de Vaca related how they had acquired "undeniable
indications of gold, antimony, iron, and copper, and other metals."? Cabeza de Vaca’s epic
journey spawned lurid stories of immense riches said to be located in Texas and New Mexico.
Moreover, de Vaca’s report confirmed the presence of a large land mass between Florida and
Mexico, provided knowledge about Indians and Indian trails in the region, and led directly to
the missionary work of the Southwest.”

Spanish authorities reacted cautiously to the gilded report. Two years elapsed before a pair of
priests, Fathers Fray Juan de la Asuncion and Fray Pedro Nadal, undertook a reconnaissance
to locate the Seven Cities of Cibola. The priests may have traveled as far north as the Gila
River in Arizona before turning back. The next year Mexico’s viceroy commissioned Fray
Marcos de Niza to reconnoiter the northern tcrritory.6 The appointment of Fray Marcos to
search for the Seven Cities was based on Marcos’s credentials as a navigator, his experiences
in dealing with Indians, and his work as a cosmographer. Marcos assembled his diminutive
command at Culiacan, located on the Pacific coast of Mexico. The exploratory group included
laybrother, Fray Honorato7, a few Indians, and Estevanico, the black slave who accompanied
Cabeza de Vaca on his eight-year wanderings.8 Relations between Estevanico and Fray
Marcos deteriorated. Estevanico’s flamboyant demeanor (he adorned himself with brilliant
feathers, plumes, and bells) and his confident attitude of superiority clashed with the pious,
dull Marcos. When Estevanico added a cortege of Indian females to his camp, Marcos retaliated
by sending the black forward, to examine the land and to keep him apprised of what he
discovered.

3Arthur R. Gomez, A Most Singular Country: A History of Occupation on _the West Texas Frontier (Santa Fe: U.S.
Department of the Interior, National Park Service, 1985), 2-5. For a detailed analysis of Cabeza de Vaca's travels, see Adolph
F. Bandelier. The Discovery of New Mexico by the Franciscan Monk, Friar Marcos de Niza in 1539. trans. and ed. Madeleine
Turrell Rodack (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1981), 42-63. Rodack provides ample evidence that Cabeza de Vaca never
reached New Mexico soil as some historians have asserted.

*F. Ross Holland. Jr., Hawikuh and the Seven Cities of Cibola. Historical Background Study (U.S. Department of the
Interior: National Park Service. Division of History Office of Archeology and Historic Preservation, 1969), 3.

SCharles C. DiPeso. John B. Rinaldo. and Gloria J. Fenner. Casas Grandes, 8 vols. (Flagstaff: Northland Press, 1974). 4:56.
The trio of authors provide a comprehensive analysis of de Vaca's travel. See also Carl O. Sauer. The Road to Cibola (Berkeley:
University of California. 1932). 20.

6Bandclicr. The Discovery of New Mexico. 68-69.

7Fray Honorato dropped out of the expedition after only a few days on the trail. Beset with illness. Fray Honorato remained
behind at the banks of the Pitatlan [or Petatlan] River north of Culiacan. See Bandelier, The Discovery of New Mexico. 72: and
Charles C. Di Peso. Casas Grandes, 3:806.

8Fr. Angelico Chavez, Coronado’s Friars (Richmond: William Byrd Press, 1968) 11.

%Holland. Hawikuh. 7-8: Little is known of Estevanico. although his exploits are covered in many of the Cabeza de Vaca
sources. John U. Terrell. Estevanico the Black (Los Angeles: Westernlore Press, 1968) produced a biography on the subject.
however. judging from the padding and conjectural information. it hardly qualifies under the definition of a book.
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In order to maintain communications with Estevanico, Fray Marcos deployed a system based
on the crucifix. Should Estevanico possess good news he was to send an Indian back to Marcos
with a cross the size of a man’s palm. If the discovery of a rich province occurred, a runner
would return to the friar with a crucifix twice the size of a palm, and if the discovery rivaled
New Spain, a larger cross.”~ Imagine the expression on Fray Marcos’s face when an Indian
courier shortly appeared carrying a cross "as high as a man." The Indian runner declared that
Estevanico wanted Fray Marcos to hurry forward, that Estevanico had encountered Indians
who had visited a province and a city called Cibola, and it was "the greatest province in the
world."

Marcos hurried on, following the black’s path. More crosses, more Indians, foretold of an
immense and wealthy province. When Marcos ranged within two or three days of the province,
he encountered an Indian who possessed "the deepest sadness in his whole person.” The
Franciscan was horrified to learn that truculent Zunis had killed Estevanico and sent the
remainder of his fact-finding expedition fleeing for their lives. According to Fray Marcos, he
continued his journey with intentions of gaining a glimpse of Cibola’s beauty and magnitude.
From a hill overlooking Cibola Fray Marcos paused to view the city. Fray Marcos recorded that
"The town is bigger than the city of Mexico."12 According to Marcos’s account, he wanted to
visit the city "because I knew that I risked nothing but my life, which I had offered to God the
day I commenced the journey." He convinced himself, however, that this irrational course
would deny everybody in Mexico information on his revelation. Leaving a pile of stones
affixed with a small cross to claim the land for Spain, Marcos quickly retraced his steps and
returned to Mexico.

In Mexico City Fray Marcos presented a glowing report of his trip claiming he had found the
fabled Seven Cities of Cibola, probably an Indian term for the Zuni pueblos.14 Fray Marcos’s
account stirred the imagination of the people of Mexico, for he characterized the city of Cibola
as "larger than the city of Mexico ... the doorways to the houses have many decorations of

> " . .15 . . TP
turquoises, of which there is great abundance. One Indian witness, the friar recounted,
said Cibola is "a land rich in gold, silver, and other wealth, and has great cities."

Considerable debate has surfaced over whether Fray Marcos actually glimpsed Cibola. The
current thought that washes up indicates the friar never came near the Zuni province. One
historian-geographer, Carl O.Sauer, maintains Marcos traveled only as far as southern Arizona,

10Ho11and. Hawikuh, 8: Herbert E. Bolton. Coronado Knight of Pueblos and Plains. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico
Press. 1964) 27.

folland, Hawikuh. 8.

12Holland. Hawikuh, 9-13: Bandelier, The Discovery of New Mexico. 86-88; Hammond and Rey. Narratives of the Coronado
Expedition, 1540-1542 2 vols. (Albuquerque: University of ew Mexico Press, 1940)141, 145: Bolton. Coronado. 35-36.

BHolland. Hawikuh. 14; Fray Marcos de Niza. Percy M. Baldwin. trans.. and ed.. "Discovery of the Seven Cities of Cibola,”
Historical Society of New Mexico 1 (November 1926): 28-30: Bolton. Spanish Borderlands. 87.

14David J. Weber, editor, New Spain's Far Northern Frontier: Essays on Spain in the American West 1540-1821
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1979), 21.

Bibid., 22: George P. Hammond and Agaptio Rey. Narratives of the Coronado Expedition, 2: 66-79.

1(’Bolton. Coronado, 50.






