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Unit 15: A Visit to a Hispano Village

Student Activity Sheet: A Visit to a Hispano Village

NARRATIVE

Introduction

If you were to stand on the highest peak of the Sangre de Cristo 
Mountains, or fly high up in a helicopter, you would see a line of 
villages along El Camino Real de Tierra Adentro. This route, which 
follows the Río Grande, was taken long ago by the original Spanish 
colonial settlers in the 16th century from Old Mexico to the pueblo of 
Ohkay Owingeh. Some of those once small villages have grown into 
important cities such as Albuquerque, Santa Fe, and Española.

Chapter 1: El Pueblo de San Miguel

We will visit an imaginary village which is not so large or so impor-
tant - one like many small villages lying close to the Río Grande. Some 
of these pueblitos have disappeared or have become ghost towns, but 
many still thrive.

Our imaginary village lies between the range of the Rocky Mountains and the Jemez Mountains and is 
called San Miguel. Our visit will show us how life was lived about three centuries ago by the Spanish set-
tlers and how these people lived closely with their Tewa neighbors of the northern Pueblos. San Miguel 
sits on the edge of the Tsama, (Chama River), a tributary of the Río Grande, located very close to Ohkay 
Owingeh. Its present day location would be Chamita.

So, now, come with me, mis amigos, and we will walk 
through San Miguel. It is not a long walk, for the 
village is small, but it is full of life and mysterious 
legends.

We will start here at the north edge of town where 
Don Sabine Sisneros and his wife, Doña Ramoncita 
Romero live with their family of 12 children. (“Don” 
and “Doña” are titles of respect given to elders, like 
“sir” and “ma’am”.) The children all have old, musical 
sounding names like Bartolome, Maria Elena, José 
Ramón and Gregorita. Large families are common, 
and although there is no formal school, children still learn a lot. They have “home schooling.” Each child, 
after about six years of age, has his or her tareas, (chores) around the house, or in the barns and fields 
and to do these they must watch, study and learn.

 

 

Horses and acequia in Chamita.

 

Mesa Prieta petroglyph family.
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Chapter 2:  Casas y Comidas

There! Do you see that woman, Doña Ramoncita, sweeping 
ash from that round, dome-like adobe structure in the yard? 
That is an horno (beehive oven), used by the women and their 
daughters to bake pan (bread) made of trigo (wheat), em-
panaditas, (turnovers) and pastalitos (flat fruit pies) as well 
as roasting corn to make chicos (dried sweet corn for stew).

She is preparing to fire it up for baking, and it is 9 year-old 
Clotilda’s tarea to walk to the grain mill where the wheat is 
ground for flour. She brings home 6 cuartillos each time she 
goes and pays the molinero (miller) 10 reales. (Spanish coin) 
This is how she is learning arithmetic.

One other thing about an horno we should know is 
that it is the task of the women to build these outdoor 
ovens. They mix the mud and straw to make the adobes 
(bricks) and, with the help of the men, they assemble 
them into their round shape. Each year they give the 
hornos a new mud bath to keep them strong and in 
good repair, just like they do with the village church.

Chapter 3:  La Iglesia y Religión

Let us go on. We’ll walk to the plaza, the center of the 
village. There we can see the humble little church, also 
made of adobe. It is called San Isidro, after the saint 
who is a patron of farmers and field workers. The 
church is also the center of village life. It is here that 
people are married, and have their children baptized, and finally, are blessed before they are buried in the 
nearby camposanto (cemetery).

Let us go inside. We’ll ask the sacerdote, Padre Tomás, to give us a quick tour. There he is, in the santu-
ario in front of the crucifijo of Christ. “Padre, por favor, would you give us some information about this 
church?”

 

 

Horno, Kit Carson Museum, Taos.

 
 

Mesa Prieta Christian crosses. Entrance to cemetery, Peñasco, NM.
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Padre Tomás begins: “The village people started 
making adobes for this iglesia (church) in 1772 
and it was finished in 1774. There are two crossed 
hands visible above the carved double doors at the 
entrance, symbolizing the blessing of Saint Francis. 
Every spring since then, the women of the village or-
ganize a celebration of mud. They mix the same kind 
of mud used for the adobe bricks. Then they lather 
the entire outside walls with a new coat of mud, 
using only their strong hands. This keeps the church 
viva, alive and breathing.”

One of our parishioners, Don Ramón José Man-
zanares, is a very devout and talented man. He is in his 
workshop at this very moment painting a retablo for the sanctuary. Another artist, Francisco Buenaven-
tura, who is a santero, is carving an image of Nuestra Señora del Rosario. It will be placed in a nicho 
alongside the retablo. We are fortunate to have such good artists to help us fill the church with santos, 
since we are too poor to purchase any.

 
 Mesa Prieta petroglyph, possibly a priest. Mesa Prieta petroglyph, possibly a crucifix.

 

Making adobes in Chamisal, NM.

 

 

Small Spanish Colonial retablo, 
Harwood Museum, Taos, NM.

Santo bulto and painting of the 
Dolorosa, Trampas, NM.
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A Legend of San Isidro

“Now, ”Padre Tomas continues, “let me tell you about a legend connected to this 
iglesia. Many of our elders tell a story of themiraculous origin of our church. The 
storygoes like this: Don Emmanuel Velarde, one of the oldest citizens of the newly 
founded San Miguel village, had become so sick that he could barely walk on his 
own. One day, as he was struggling to cross an acequia, he saw an image of San 
Isidro shimmering and motioning him to cross. The man, who was exhausted, 
crossed the acequia, but fell into the mud and suddenly his legs were cured. He 
declared that a church must be built on that spot and that is where you stand 
today.”

¡Muchas gracias, Padre, por su bondad! Now, we must continue our walk.

Chapter 4:  El Tejedor – Weaving and Wool

Now, on to the home of Don Alfonso Ortega. It is that long, 
sprawling adobe house at the corner. Over many genera-
tions, the house has had many rooms added to make room 
for a growing family. Don Alfonso is a tejedor - a weaver of 
mantas (blankets), alfombras (rugs), and ponchos (coats). 
He and his wife, Rosario Benavidez, raise the churro sheep 
(brought from Spain because they have the best wool for 
weaving). They also card and spin the wool, and weave the 
fabric for their clothing. Many of the other villagers also 
weave. They have to, because there are no stores. Clothing 
sold by the traders is rare and expensive.

The ovejas (sheep), which you can see in those pens 
across from that line of alamos (cottonwood trees), are 
raised not only for wool to weave yarn, but also for wool hides to use as 
floor rugs, and for food (mutton). Lambs are also used for meat, especial-
ly around La Pascua (Easter). A lamb is roasted for a special meal, called 
the Paschal meal.

Sometimes, sheep are traded with the Navajo Indians who also weave, or 
with other Nuevo Méxicanos who live in distant villages and who perhaps 
raise vacas instead of ovejas.

Let us go inside and watch the Ortegas weave. They have two telares 
(looms) which were built by Don Alfonso. They are made of sturdy pinon 
or cedar wood that is hard enough to take a lot of wear and tear.Notice 
how Don Alfonso stands at his telar. He moves the pedales (treadles) with his feet and with his hands he 
moves the lanzadera (shuttle) back and forth across the stretched yarn.

 

San Isidro bulto.

 

Weaver at Costilla, NM, 1939.

 

Sheep in Taos County, NM.

 

Feet of Hispana woman on loom 
treadles, Costilla, NM.
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The yarn is gray, brown, or black – the color of the sheep the wool was sheared from. Later on, this His-
pano weaver will dye the wool with cochineal or native plants. Cochineal is an insect that gives a red dye 
when crushed. In this village of San Miguel, as in most other Nuevo Méxicano villages, the women clean the 
wool, card it, and spin it. The men do the weaving. Notice that Doña Rosario is busy spinning the mounds 
of cleaned wool lying at her side.

Chapter 5:  La Agricultura

Farming and weaving are among the oldest human occu-
pations. People needed food and clothing for survival. With 
this in mind, let us go out to the fields to watch the grow-
ers of food. We’ll wave “adios” to Don Alfonso and Doña 
Rosario and make our way beyond the plaza to the campos 
(fields) belonging to Don Eulógio Gutierrez.

As you can see, Don Eulógio is busy plowing sembrado de 
trigo (wheat planting) with his best mula (mule). It is that 
time of year, la primavera (spring), when he must prepare 
the soil for planting trigo (wheat), maíz (corn) or other 
granos (grains). After the harvest they will be ground into 
flour or fed to his caballos (horses) and the few vacas 
(cows) and marranos, (pigs) he keeps. Much of the harvest 
will be stored for the winter.

When the time comes to slaughter a cow or a pig, 
the villagers gather for a matanza. After the animal 
is killed, the men cut up the meat for use in making 
carne para asar, carnitas or chorizo. These villagers 
do what butchers in our super markets do today to 
prepare the meat for sale.

 

Hispana spinning wool by firelight.

 

Ploughing with horses in El Cerrito, NM.

 
Matanza, Los Padillas, NM.
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Afterwards, the women clean the hides and, when a pig is 
butchered, it is cut into small squares and fried in pork fat to 
make chicharrones (chitlings).The intestines are washed very 
carefully and are used for the casings for blood sausage or 
chorizo (spicy Mexican sausage). Very little is wasted. Every 
family takes a turn in hosting a matanza and each family 
shares the harvest of meat with its neighbors.

Sometimes the men ride 
horses into the mountains 
to hunt deer, or elk and 
that meat is stored or 
strung along a wire in the 
sun to make carne seca 
(dried meat).

Now, my young amigos, look in the direction of the Río. See that group 
of men gathered along the acequia? There is Don Sabine and his two 

oldest sons, Bartolomé and José Ramón, and ten other men. The man wearing the dark blue picheras 
(overalls) is the mayordomo (ditch boss). He is Don Gregorio and his job as mayordomo is to organize the 
village men to clean the acequias each spring. This community work will make it possible for the water to 
flow freely from the river, to the ditches and into the fields.

 

 

Mesa Prieta petroglyph of 
man with firearm.

Meat drying for carne seca.

 

Northern New Mexico farmer cleaning a ditch.

All the village men, 70 years old and younger, including teenagers, and even boys as young as Don Sabine’s 
12 year-old son, Gumersindo, are encouraged to help with this important work. Most men volunteer be-
cause every family benefits from the work of each individual. After all, it is the water from the Río running 
cleanly through the furrows in the fields that helps to grow the food everyone needs.

Chapter 6: La Curandera – The Local Healer

It is now time to make another house call. This time we will visit with Señorita Gregorita Rodriguez. We call 
her señorita, a title of respect because, even though she is rather old, she never married. Señorita Rodri-
guez lives just beyond the plaza, close to the camposanto and to the fields where many herbs grow. You 
might notice that a covered noria (well) sits in her front yard, facing the door. This well produces good, 
clean water, which she needs for her work, and which she draws by many buckets full to wash herself, the 
dishes, the laundry, to water the plants, and to prepare teas.
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Even though she is 73 years old, she must work to support herself. 
And her job is very special. It requires skill and long years of study, 
and everyone in the village has at one time or another needed her 
help. She is like a kind old aunt, a doctor, and wise teacher all rolled 
into one. Señorita Rodriguez is a curandera (healer).

Let us go knock on her door and ask her respectfully to tell us about 
what a curandera does. Senorita Rodriguez, smiling, begins: “I will tell 
you what I do as a curandera and perhaps that will answer all your 
questions. I learned when I was very young from my great-aunt, Valen-
tina, how to identify remedios, (medicinal herbs), how to collect and 
store them, and how to prepare them as healing teas and poultices.

“Back then, and still today, there is a 
large wild field behind my house, near 
the camposanto where yerba buena, 
chimaja, and other herbs grow in abun-
dance. Still other herbs, such as oshá, 
require me to go to the mountains to collect 
them. As I pick my remedios I am always 
grateful to our Tewa vecinos who taught 
us all about these plants. After gather the 
remedios I dry them by hanging them in 
bunches from a viga in my cuarto de dormir 
(bedroom). When a remedio is needed, I boil 
it in water, or make a thick paste, to cure a 
bad headache, a sore throat or a stomach 
ache.

“One other important part of my job as San Miguel’s only curandera is to act 
as the partera (midwife). I help women deliver their babies.”

Now, my young friends, do thank Señorita Rodriguez, accept her blessing and we will be on our way.

Chapter 7:  Niñez – Childhood in the Village

During our little visit to San Miguel, we have learned a lot about how hard the people work, old and young 
and in between. Perhaps you are wondering, don’t the kids ever get to play and have fun? ¡Seguro que si! 
Of course they do. Look around and you will see children jumping rope, swimming in the ditches, riding 
horses in the fields, playing with dolls their Moms made for them at home, playing stick ball with actual 
sticks and rocks. Listen, over there…..do you hear their voices singing, “Los pollitos dicen pío, pío, pío, 
cuando tienen hambre, cuando tienen frío.” As we say in English, “All work and no play makes Jack a dull 
boy!”

 

Modern curandera in Albuquerque, 
NM. ©The University of New Mexico, 

Albuquerque, NM.

 

Chimaja flower.
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Chapter 8:  Celebraciones

I have a surprise for you. Because our journey is magical, we will travel a few months back in time to the 
Christmas season and see how our villagers celebrate a feast day.

Celebrations and holidays are important in a village. 
The preparations help the villagers come together 
for fun and give them a chance to socialize and relax 
after the hard work of daily living, and providing for 
the winter.

We’ll choose El día de los Manueles which falls on the 
first day of the New Year, el primer día del Año Nuevo. 
On this day all the men whose names are “Manuel” or 
“Emanuel” will gather with other men who play the 
violin, the guitar or who can sing. Early in the morn-
ing they strum and sing various tunes as they walk 
through the village, stopping at each house. They 
stand in the yard until someone inside the house comes to the door. Then one man, chosen for his imagi-
nation and sense of fun, will create un verso, a poem, about that person at the door, or his orher family. 
The versos are always comical and pleasing. So, then, the family invites the group into the house and they 
all drink a toast to each other and share in some food such as empanaditas, or bizcochitos with chocolate 
(hot chocolate) or café (coffee).

There are many other holidays, celebrations and 
feast days scattered through the year. We also enjoy 
visiting our Tewa vecinos across the Río at San Juan 
Pueblo. We join in their feast days by watching the sa-
cred dances and sharing a good meal. I always bring 
a melón or some manzanas to share.

Now, mis amigos, we have seen much of the life in 
an 18th century Hispano village. Many traditions 
which our ancestors observed three or four hundred 
years ago still go on today. If you know an elder, an 
“anciano”, an abuelito or abuelita (grandfather/
mother), you might ask them about their lives, their 
work and their memories of the past. This is another 
way to learn your history, and the history of the early 
Hispano settlers in this Valle de Española.

Unit 15: A Visit to a Hispano Village

 

Musicians of San José, NM, in 1898.

 

Jemez Pueblo feast day dance, 1908.

 

Mesa Prieta deer dancer.
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