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PREFACE 

 This thesis was produced in accordance with guidelines which permit the inclusion as 

part of the thesis the text of an original paper or papers submitted for publication.  The thesis 

must still conform to all other requirements explained in the "Guide for the Preparation of 

Master's Theses and Doctoral Dissertations at The University of Texas at Dallas."  It must 

include a comprehensive abstract, a full introduction and literature review and a final overall 

conclusion.  Additional material (procedural and design data as well as descriptions of 

equipment) must be provided in sufficient detail to allow a clear and precise judgment to be 

made of the importance and originality of the research reported. 

 It is acceptable for this thesis to include as chapters authentic copies of papers already 

published, provided these meet type size, margin and legibility requirements.  In such cases, 

connecting texts which provide logical bridges between different manuscripts are mandatory.  

Where the student is not the sole author of a manuscript, the student is required to make an 

explicit statement in the introductory material to that manuscript describing the student's 

contribution to the work and acknowledging the contribution of the other author(s).  The 

signatures of the Supervising Committee which precede all other material in the thesis attest 

to the accuracy of this statement. 
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ABSTRACT 

 

 

This thesis examines interethnic relations in the Spanish colonial village of Las Trampas de 

Taos (now Ranchos de Taos) in northeastern New Mexico.  That frontier settlement 

developed its multiethnic character during the early eighteenth century, taking in Hispanics 

of multiple castes, Jicarilla Apaches, genizaros (detribalized Indians), and Taos Indians.  The 

first chapter traces the histories of the communityôs constituent ethnic groups.  The second 

chapter analyzes the nature of the relationships that developed among those groups after their 

arrivals. The last chapter explores the nature of everyday life at the early settlement through 

its material culture, building conclusions on an analysis of the findings of recent 

archaeological excavations.  Designed as a springboard for future inquiry, this thesis raises a 

number of new historical and archaeological research questions in addition to providing an 

historical analysis of the early community at Las Trampas de Taos.
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CHAPTER 1 

COMANCHE EXPANSION AND THE GENESIS OF A COMMUNITY 

 

Introduction 

 Las Trampas de Taos, the southern portion of the Taos valley now known as Ranchos 

de Taos, served as a node for interethnic colonial encounters during much of the eighteenth 

century.  The community that developed there included Taos Indians, Hispanics, Jicarilla 

Apaches, and genizaros (detribalized Indians).  This chapter will provide some historical 

background for each of the ethnic groups that came to settle at Las Trampas de Taos during 

the eighteenth century and will set the stage for the more narrowly focused chapters that 

follow. 

 The settlementôs multiethnic character makes the task of composing a cohesive 

narrative rather difficult, since the histories of the ethnic groups that came to coexist there are 

largely distinct.
1
  In consequence, this chapter is divided into five sections, each based on 

ethnicity and on the interaction among the communityôs constituent groups.  This section first 

discusses the relationship that developed between Taos Indians and Hispanics during the age 

of conquest and missionization (1540-1692).  During this period these groups were largely 

contentious, but after the Pueblo Revolt of 1680 and the subsequent Spanish reconquest in 

1692, relations between the two improved, transforming into something more like a 

                                                 

1 Van Dorn Hooker and Corrina Santistevan, Centuries of Hands: An Architectural History of St. Francis of 

Assisi Church and its Missions, Ranchos de Taos, New Mexico (Santa Fe: Sunstone Press, 1996), 12; William 

Wroth,  The Chapel of Our Lady of Talpa (Colorado Springs: Taylor Museum, Colorado Springs Fine Arts 

Center, 1979), 16. 
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partnership.  The second section of this chapter provides an overview of Hispanic proprietary 

history in the portion of the valley that includes Las Trampas de Taos.  This section covers a 

span of roughly one century (1680-1770) and provides basic background information for the 

next chapterôs in-depth analysis.  The third section examines the role of the Comanche 

Indians in the development of this community.  Comanche territorial expansion inadvertently 

impacted the ethnic composition of settlement at Las Trampas de Taos, and the cultural 

factors that drove Comanche expansion will be explored in that section.  Section four 

discusses the westward migration of the Jicarilla Apaches into the Taos valley and ultimately 

into Las Trampas de Taos following a period of extensive Comanche raiding.  The Jicarillas 

managed to remain culturally and geographically distinct at the settlement, and the factors 

that led to this situation will be discussed in this section.  The last section will review the 

history of genizaros (detribalized Indians) in colonial New Mexico.  A small number of 

genizaro families made up a portion of the population at Las Trampas de Taos during the 

eighteenth century.  Little is known about these families, but this chapter will speculate about 

the reasons for their migration to the Taos valley. 

 This chapter will conclude with an assertion that all of the ethnic groups that settled at 

Las Trampas de Taos during the eighteenth century did so in response to Comanche 

depredations.  Yet in addition to the fear of Comanche raids, their migrations were spurred 

by other factors.  Comanche raiding created opportunities for landownership, for leadership, 

and for elevation in the colonial social hierarchy that might not have existed otherwise for the 

marginal peoples who settled at Las Trampas de Taos.  In retrospect, the settlement served 

not only as a zone in which those retreating from Comanche encroachment happened to 

meet, but as a beacon for land-hungry and enterprising colonists of all sorts. 
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Indians and Hispanics in the Taos Valley during the Age of Conquest 

 The Spanish had known of the Taos valley since Hernando de Alvarado, a member of 

the Coronado expedition, first reconnoitered it in 1540.
2
  Alvaradoôs party was struck by the 

pyramidal adobe structures in which the valleyôs inhabitants, the Taos Indians, resided.
3
  

Taos Pueblo, as that Indian community became known, had existed for at least six hundred 

years prior to Alvaradoôs arrival.
4
  The Taos Indiansô adobe homes and their sedentary 

agricultural lifestyle mirrored that of the other southwestern Pueblo communities to a great 

extent, but differed from them in several notable ways.  Taos is the northernmost Pueblo, 

today just ninety miles from Coloradoôs southern border.  And it is also the highest in 

elevation, ñ[capping] the Pueblosô worldò at 7,000 feet.
5
  In addition, Taos had the best 

access of all the Pueblos to the plains tribes and thus to plains trade.  After arriving in Taos 

from the south, Alvarado probably noticed a comparative abundance of buffalo hides and 

other plains products.  Moreover, after his months in the high desert Alvarado must have 

noticed the valleyôs comparatively verdant character.  Even today the gray-green expanse of 

the Taos valley continues to impress visitors who approach the region from the more yellow-

brown south.  Despite its obvious agricultural and trading potential, the Spaniards did little to 

develop Taos during the century and a half following Alvaradoôs initial entrance into the 

region. 

                                                 

2 Blanche Grant, When Old Trails Were New: The Story of Taos (New York: The Press of the Pioneers, 1934), 

2, 7. 

3 Ibid. 

4 Wroth, 15. 

5 John L. Kessell, Spain in the Southwest (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002), 35. 
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 Franciscans managed to make their way to the valley and into Taos Pueblo by the 

first quarter of the seventeenth century.  The friars achieved only modest success in terms of 

conversion, however.  A small number of soldier-settlers followed in the Franciscansô wake, 

but the remoteness of their settlement and the Taos Indiansô consistent and often violent 

rejection of efforts at Hispanicization helped to ensure that the valley would remain free of 

significant colonization during the seventeenth century.
6
  Taos became known during this 

time for its hostility toward missionaries as well as for its disdain for Spanish rule.  Taos 

Pueblo became the organizational center for the conspiracy that led to the Pueblo Revolt of 

1680.  During that revolt the Taos Indians killed nearly all of the Spanish colonists and 

missionaries present in the valley.
7
  Though the revolt was successful in removing the 

Spanish from most of New Mexico, independence did not last.  The Spanish returned twelve 

years later under Don Diego de Vargas, retaking the province in the name of the crown.  The 

Taos Indians slowly became resigned to Spanish overlordship, though the path to peaceable 

relations was not without its obstacles.
8
  By the start of the seventeenth century, attacks by 

Comanches and other plains tribes increased, forcing Taos Indians and Taos Hispanics to 

unite in mutual defense.
9
  They united not only militarily, but geographically, living side-by-

side at Taos Pueblo until the second half of the seventeenth century.  Relations between the 

two ethnic groups have been largely agreeable since.  However, some problems erupted 

                                                 

6 Hackett, Charles W.  Revolt of the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico and Oterminôs Attempted Reconquest. Vol. 

I, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1942), 245.  Agitators at Taos Pueblo attempted to create 

a revolt among all Pueblos in the 1650s. 

7 John L. Kessell, ñBorn Old: The Church of San Francisco at Ranchos de Taos,ò In Spirit and Vision: Images 

of Ranchos de Taos Church, ed.  Sandra DôEmilio, 114-123. (Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press, 

1987), 115. 

8 Wroth 1979, 16. 

9 Ibid. 
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during the late eighteenth century as Hispanic colonists began leaving the Pueblo in large 

numbers, spreading across the Taos valley.  The factors that led to this dispersal and the 

nature of the problems that developed between Hispanics and Taos Indians during that time 

will be analyzed in greater detail in the second chapter. 

 

Hispanic Settlement and Landownership at Las Trampas de Taos 

 Hispanic settlement in the southern portion of the Taos valley dates back as far as the 

seventeenth century.  But the Hispanic population there was never substantial during that 

time, consisting only of a few families.  Las Trampas de Taos sat within the borders of a land 

grant belonging to Don Fernando Durán y Chávez.
10

  Don Fernando and his family settled 

just north of his grant, a few miles from the Rio de Las Trampas.  He and his family did not 

remain in the valley, however, as Don Fernando and his son were the only members of that 

family who survived the Pueblo Revolt.  The two fled to El Paso, never to return.
11

  Nearly 

two decades after the subsequent Reconquest, a soldier stationed at Taos Pueblo, Captain 

Cristóbal de la Serna, petitioned the Spanish administration for ownership of the vacant 

Durán y Chávez grant.
12

  The captainôs petition was granted, but he never settled or planted 

there, as his military duties kept him too busy to settle or attend to his estates (Figure 1, 

Figure 2).
13

  Settling on lands so far south of the fortified Pueblo meant more than relocating 

and preparing the soil for intensive agriculture.  The ever-looming threat of Comanche attack 

would have required Serna to invest a significant amount of time and expense in the building 

                                                 

10 Hackett, 57, 59, 71-73. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Wroth 1979, 16; Hooker, 13. 

13 Hooker, 13; Wroth 1979, 16; Alfred B. Thomas, After Coronado (Norman, University of Oklahoma Press, 

1935), 99. 
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of defensive structures.  Furthermore, any such effort would have required a cohort of 

soldier-settlers in order to guarantee long-term safety and success.  But the documents 

provide us no hint as to whether Serna had the connections to muster such a group.  In any 

case, he never had the opportunity to do so.  Like the previous ownerôs, his life also was 

plagued by tragedy.  He was killed by Pawnees while on an expedition far north of Taos.
14

  

Sernaôs heirs sold the vast grant to Diego Romero, a relative newcomer to the valley, in 

1724.
15

 

 Romero, a coyote
16

 of exceptionally humble origins, had worked his way up the 

military and social ranks at Taos Pueblo during the decade prior to his acquisition of the 

Serna grant.  He moved his large family onto the grant almost immediately, at first settling on 

its northern edge and later fanning out southward toward the Rio de las Trampas and beyond.  

The Romeros, whose role at Las Trampas de Taos will be examined in some detail in the 

next chapter, became the dominant family in that portion of the valley during the eighteenth 

century.  The familyôs patriarch led a coalition of settlers at Las Trampas de Taos composed 

of Hispanics of multiple castes, Jicarilla Apaches, genizaros, and perhaps even some Taos 

Indians.  The arrivals of these ethnic groups all resulted from the aggressive expansion 

efforts of the Comanches. 

                                                 

14 Thomas 1935, 38. 

15 Jenkins, Myra E., ñTaos Pueblo and Its Neighbors,ò New Mexico Historical Review 41, (1966): 85-114, 91; 

Hooker, 13. 

16 Coyote is a colonial Latin-American caste term that refers to a person of mixed Indian-mestizo parentage. 

Mestizo is also a caste term and it refers to a person of mixed Indian-Spanish parentage. 
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Figure 1. Map of the Taos Valley. Adapted from William Wroth,  The Chapel of Our Lady 

of Talpa (Colorado Springs: Taylor Museum, Colorado Springs Fine Arts Center, 1979), 14. 
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Figure 2. Map of the Taos Valley and Sangre de Cristo Mountains. ñTaos, New Mexicoò 

Microsoft Virtual Earth. Labels and legend added by the author. 

 

Understanding Comanche Aggression 

 Comanche territorial expansion deserves significant attention, since much of the 

northern Rio Grande region, and Taos in particular, was affected by the process.  Comanche 
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expansion onto the southern plains was rapid, and tribes who stood in their way were often 

displaced or violently incorporated by aggressive Comanche bands.
17

  The community that 

formed at Ranchos de Taos during the first half of the eighteenth century owed its 

multiethnic nature in part to the migration of people displaced by Comanche encroachment. 

 As one might expect, Comanches are often portrayed as villains in southwestern 

history -- as ever-present antagonists.  The existing literature describing the history of 

Ranchos de Taos (designed primarily for nonacademic readers) tends to present Comanches 

in just such a light.  While moralization has its place in historical writing, the Comanche role 

in the southwest has been overmoralized and underanalyzed.  In retrospect, Comanche raids 

led to the migration of Jicarilla Apaches and genizaro Indians into the Taos valley.  

Moreover, by initially keeping Españoles out of the valley, the Comanches paved the way for 

settlement by the hardy coyote Romeros.  The following section will focus upon the 

Comanches as historical actors and as contributors to the regionôs history.  This section will 

discuss Comanche origins, the impact of the horse on Comanche social structure, and the 

forces behind Comanche territorial expansion and raiding.  This goal is not only to describe 

the Comanche contribution to the development of the community at Ranchos de Taos, but 

also to understand the nature of that contribution. 

 Historians place Comanche separation from their Eastern Shoshone ancestors at some 

point during the late seventeenth century.
18

  The precise decade at which this fissure began 

remains unknown, but scholars have long been aware of the region in which it occurred -- 

                                                 

17 Hubert H. Bancroft, History of Arizona and New Mexico, 1530-1888 (San Francisco: The History Company, 

1889), 239; Alfred B. Thomas, Forgotten Frontiers (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1969 [1932]), 

58-60. 

18 Carl Waldman, Atlas of the North American Indian (New York: Facts on File, 2000),173. 
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western Wyoming.
19

  From there the Comanches migrated southeastward, intensifying their 

reliance on the horse by becoming mounted hunters of the plains.
20

  Theirs became a horse 

culture, horses serving as the Comanchesô ñcommon denominator,ò as one author put it.
21

  

Horses spurred the Comanchesô hunting and trading economy, becoming their basic 

economic unit and acting as a symbol of wealth and prestige.
 22

  Their hungry herds rapidly 

depleted local pasturage, however, forcing Comanches to regularly enlarge the boundaries of 

their territory.
 23

  Alongside territorial expansion came changes to Comanche social structure. 

Warriors gained prestige, and war leaders fused the numerous small and dispersed Comanche 

bands into larger groups better fit to wage war.
24

  And as was the case with other North 

American tribes exposed at once to the horse and to the plains, institutions of war grew 

among the Comanches in terms of power and prestige.
25

 

 The advent of the horse, the subsequent evolution of Comanche social structure, and 

the simultaneous enlargement of Comanche territory locked the tribe into a state of nearly 

constant warfare.  The situation was probably different in pre-equestrian times, as a band 

could hardly cover a distance of more than fifty miles during the course of a season.
26

   The 

                                                 

19 Ibid. 

20 Ibid. 

21 Den Galbraith, Turbulent Taos (Santa Fe: Sunstone Press, 1983), 10. 

22 Terry L. Anderson and Steven LaCombe, ñInstitutional Change in the Indian Horse Culture,ò In The Other 

Side of the Frontier: Economic Explorations into Native American History, edited by Linda Barrington, 

(Boulder: Westview Press, 1999), 117. 

23 David A. Weber, Bárbaros: Spaniards and Their Savages in the Age of Enlightenment (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2005), 81. 

24 Ibid. 

25 Ibid., 80; Loretta Fowler, ñThe Great Plains from the Arrival of the Horse to 1885.ò In Cambridge History of 

the Native Peoples of the Americas Vol. 1, eds. Bruce G. Trigger and Wilcomb E. Washburn, pt. 2. 1-57 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1996), 6-12; Paul H. Carlson, The Plains Indians (College Station: 

Texas A&M University Press, 1998), 43-48. 

26 John M. White, Everyday Life of North American Indians (New York: Indian Head Books, 1979), 71-72. 
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lack of mobility made pre-equestrian intertribal interaction comparatively rare.  For that 

reason intertribal animosity and intertribal warfare are thought to have occurred less regularly 

during that period.  Following the advent of the horse, however, a band might travel as much 

as five-hundred miles in a single season, changing the nature and extent of intertribal contact 

altogether.
27

  The Comanches took full advantage of their newfound mobility by regularly 

raiding and displacing their neighbors.  They made few allies in the process. 

 In a recent book, historian Gerald Betty dissects the pattern of territorial expansion 

and raiding that seems to have characterized eighteenth-century Comanche life.  Betty argues 

that while the ever-increasing need for pastureland and the changing nature of Comanche 

leadership played significant roles in the development of this pattern, several comparatively 

deliberate and individualistic factors played important roles as well.  The Comanche 

reverence for kinship, for example, justified raiding and territorial expansion.
28

  In other 

words, genealogical distance often served as part of the rationale behind violent forays into 

non-Comanche territory.  Comanches determined genealogical distance -- the degree of a 

tribeôs relatedness -- by evaluating cultural similarities between their tribe and others in terms 

of language, body painting, and artistic designs.
29

  A single striking similarity such as in 

hairstyle could be considered sufficient evidence of common ancestry by some Comanches.
30

   

                                                 

27 Ibid. 

28 Gerald Betty, Comanche Society: Before the Reservation (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 

2002), 132-133, 137. 

29 Ibid., 125. 

30 Elizabeth A. H. John and Ad§n Benavides Jr., eds. and trans. ñInside the Comancher²a, 1785: The Diary of 

Pedro Vial and Francisco Xavier Chaves,ò Southwestern Historical Quarterly 98 (1994): 26-56, 50. 
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 On the other hand, the memory of some generations-old bitterness between tribes 

might serve to widen the perceived genealogical gulf, regardless of shared cultural traits.
31

  

For the Comanches rivalries were long-term obligations, inherited from one generation to the 

next.
32

  Retribution appears to have been the rule from the level of the individual to that of 

the band.  Proposals for reprisal, even by individual warriors, held the potential to unite 

numerous Comanche groups.
33

  The attack of 1758 on the San Sabá mission in Texas, 

involving some two-thousand Comanches and Comanche-affiliates, had at its core an act of 

reprisal.
34

  At the receiving end of this particular reprisal were a small number of Apache 

Indians.  While the importance of genealogical distance in Comanche-Apache relations can 

only be hypothesized, the historic rivalry between these two tribes was legendary.  Animosity 

between the two may date back as far as the late seventeenth century, since Apache-

controlled territories as far north as Colorado have acted as roadblocks to Comanche 

expansion.  It should come as no surprise, then, that the effort at San Sabá was centered on 

capturing a few Apaches.  But Comanche expansion cannot be explained as a wholly 

vendetta-based enterprise, and Apaches were certainly not the only victims of Comanche 

aggression. 

 Other facets of Comanche society also spurred territorial expansion.  In addition to 

genealogical distance and to vendetta, the polygynous nature of eighteenth-century 

Comanche society and the necessity of acquiring captives also encouraged raiding.  These 

factors were certainly intertwined, as polygyny significantly lowered the number of women 

                                                 

31 Betty, 133. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Ibid., 126-127. 

34 Ibid., 123. 
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available to individual Comanche warriors.  In his analysis of the old Comanche social order, 

Betty argues that the intensity of competition for women was the primary motivation behind 

the acquisition of captives.
35

  Betty may overemphasize the power of polygyny in driving 

Comanches to acquire captives, however.  Beyond becoming the wives of warriors, captives 

also served as bargaining chips in diplomatic missions, as interpreters, as sources of instant 

population increase, or as scapegoats upon which Comanches might release their 

frustrations.
36

  A number of reasons existed, in other words, for acquiring captives.  And the 

frequency of such acquisitions suggests that Comanches attached no social stigma to the 

practice. 

 The factors mentioned above combined to make raiding and displacement of non-

Comanche peoples not only an accepted practice, but a necessary one.  The French further 

enabled the Comanchesô expansionist tendencies, supplying the tribe with firearms far 

superior to those possessed by any of their western neighbors.
37

  Together these factors 

caused the Comanches to markedly expand their domain during the eighteenth century.  By 

the early nineteenth century, the Comanches had conquered a swath of territory 

encompassing much of modern New Mexico, Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Texas.
38

  

This region came to be known by its Spanish-speaking neighbors as the Comanchería.  And 

those who lived along the borders of the Comanchería, particularly the sedentary and 

semisedentary peoples of the upper Rio Grande, bore the brunt of raiding. 

                                                 

35 Ibid., 136. 

36 Stanley Noyes, Los Comanches: The Horse People, 1751-1845 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 

Press, 1993), 73. 

37 Veronica E. V. Tiller, The Jicarilla Apache Tribe: A History (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1992), 

6. 

38 Ibid., 84. 
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Jicarilla Resettlement in the Taos Valley 

 The Jicarilla Apaches, whose historic homeland was situated between the Sangre de 

Cristo Mountains and the Comanche-dominated high plains, experienced Comanche 

aggression to the point of desperation.  The location of their ancestral homeland, one that 

provided easy access to the mountain Pueblos, and their semisedentary lifestyle made the 

Jicarillas attractive targets for Comanche raiding parties.  But location and lifestyle, while 

important, do not alone explain the Comanchesô dogged focus on the Jicarillas during the 

early eighteenth century.  Spanish sources indicate that Apaches and Comanches had long 

been mortal enemies.
39

  The two were rarely willing to interact with one another off the 

battlefield.
40

  Of the many alliances forged by Comanches during the course of their 

expansion, very few included the hated Apaches.
41

  Jicarillas were not only conveniently 

placed, it seems.  They were age-old enemies of the Comanches by virtue of their Apache 

language, appearance, and customs. 

 Apache and Comanche histories parallel one other to a great extent, as both tribes 

were relative newcomers to the southwest and both became known for their equestrian 

mastery.  But they differ in particulars, the Apaches arriving in the southwest centuries 

earlier and Comanches becoming comparatively dependant on the horse.
42

  Unlike their 

Comanche counterparts, some Apaches -- the Jicarillas in particular -- adopted semisedentary 

lifestyles shortly after their arrival in the southwest.  The Jicarilla band division reflects the 

tribeôs historical flexibility in terms of economic subsistence.  There are two Jicarilla bands, 

                                                 

39 Colin G. Calloway, The Scratch of a Pen: 1763 and the Transformation of North America (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2006), 146; Betty, 6. 

40 Ibid. 

41 Betty, 141. 

42 Waldman, 161, 173. 
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each possessing a rather revealing Spanish name: the Olleros (potters or mountaineers)
43

 and 

the Llaneros (plainsmen).
44

  The bands generally lived apart during the eighteenth century, 

though marriage between the two was not discouraged.  According to the photographer and 

amateur ethnohistorian Edward S.  Curtis, the Llaneros broke from the tribe ñin the days of 

the buffalo .  .  .  preferring the prairie country,ò but returned to the fold not too long 

afterwards.
45

  Curtis fails to credit his source, but Jicarilla scholar Dolores Gunnerson seems 

convinced that Curtis obtained the information from a Jicarilla informant.
46

  Whatever the 

case, Gunnerson considers Curtisôs explanation an oversimplification of the more 

complicated historical processes that led to the division.
47

  The Llaneros, Gunnerson 

explains, are very likely the descendants of Buffalo-hunting Apaches of the Colorado, 

Kansas, and Nebraska plains.
48

  She further surmises that the incorporation by the Jicarillas 

of these nomadic hunters came as the result of the Comanche threat.
49

  Even if taken as 

mutually exclusive, both Curtisôs and Gunnersonôs explanations reflect a diverse past in 

terms of Jicarilla subsistence. 

 Jicarilla flexibility guaranteed their survival in the face of Comanche expansion.  The 

Llanero band continued to incorporate plains Apaches during the course of the eighteenth 
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century.
50

  In an effort to create space between themselves and the Comanches, the Ollero 

band worked its way westward during the centuryôs first decades.
51

  Despite the occasional 

increase in numbers generated by Llanero incorporation, and despite the Ollerosô westward 

migration, Comanche harassment continued.  The Comanches managed to raid the Jicarillas 

even in the foothills of the Sangre de Cristos.  The Comanchería swallowed up much of the 

land that retreating Jicarillas left behind, facilitating further Comanche raids on the newer 

Jicarilla settlements.
52

  And Comanches were not alone in harassing the Jicarillas.  Faraon 

Apaches and Utes were known to raid the same villages, helping to push the Jicarillas further 

west.
53

 

 The Jicarillas were not without their own allies, however.  By the late 1710s, they had 

developed a close relationship with their Hispanic neighbors and requested that a presidio be 

built on their territory.
54

  In 1723 Jicarilla leaders agreed to become vassals of the Spanish 

king, placing their people and their lands under the protection of Spanish military forces. But 

New Mexico lacked funds and the presidio was never built despite several attempts to revive 

the issue.
55

  Instead, Spanish authorities resettled the Jicarillas west of the Sangre de Cristos, 

in the Taos valley.
56
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 Gunnerson rightly refers to the two decades following the resettlement of the 

Jicarillas as both a critical and confusing part of their history.
57

  Jicarillas are mentioned only 

sporadically in records of the Spanish during this time.  The gap is due as much to the 

paucity of Spanish documents as it is to the spatially dispersed nature of their settlements 

after Spanish intervention.
58

  The documents that do exist reveal that not all Jicarillas were 

willing to resettle in Spanish territory.  Some adopted Llaneros chose this period of 

resettlement to return to the nomadic tribes with whom they formerly had resided.
59

  Some 

refused to leave the Jicarilla homeland at all, choosing instead to trust promises of Comanche 

pacification made by the few Frenchmen present on the high plains at the time.
60

  Others 

joined the Navajos on the west side of the Rio Grande, believing incorporation the safest 

option.
61

  And those Jicarillas who did resettle in the Taos valley seem to have arrived there 

in small groups and at different times.
62

  Jicarilla resettlement exhibited a piecemeal 

character. 

 In 1724, before the resettlement effort began in earnest, the Jicarillas suffered a 

Comanche attack of unusual ferocity.
63

  The Spanish military finally drove the attackers 

away, rescuing some sixty-four Jicarillas in the process.
64

  While the raid did not strip them 

of territory, those Jicarillas who remained east of the Sangre de Cristos were badly shaken.  
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Driven by the fear that another attack would follow, many of the former recalcitrants decided 

to retreat to the Taos valley.
65

  Fray Juan José Pérez de Mirabal, minister of Taos Pueblo, 

appears to have played a significant role in persuading the recalcitrants to retreat.
66

  One can 

only speculate as to the details of the negotiation that took place between Father Mirabal and 

the Jicarillas.  Perhaps he promised the Jicarillas fertile lands.  Since many Jicarillas already 

were intermittent horticulturalists, the prospect of adopting a wholly sedentary lifestyle may 

not have seemed daunting to them.  Whatever the case, a number of Jicarillas followed 

Mirabal to the valley despite the stipulation of conversion to Christianity. These Jicarillas 

established themselves at Las Trampas de Taos along the Rio de las Trampas.
67

  Father 

Mirabal left Taos Pueblo to serve the Jicarillas, establishing a mission for them in 1727.
68

 

 The Jicarillasô new location seemed to provide some shelter.  No Comanche attacks 

occurred in the Taos valley during the two decades following the Jicarilla arrival.
69

  In fact, 

the relationship between the Pueblo of Taos and local Comanche bands seems to have 

improved during that time.
70

  The Comanches, having monopolized the plains trade, became 

the key providers of buffalo hides, buffalo meat, salt, and ñother products of the plains.ò
71

  

For that reason, the authorities at Taos desired peace with the Comanches, even negotiating a 
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treaty with them in 1746.
72

  Perhaps the local peace inspired the Jicarillas at Las Trampas de 

Taos to free themselves from their fear-induced commitment to conversion, as they had 

largely abandoned the mission by 1748.
73

 

 But the Jicarillas did not leave the valley altogether. Since the Comanches still 

occupied their ancestral homeland east of the Sangre de Cristos, the majority of the Apaches 

at Las Trampas de Taos appear to have relocated not more than a few miles to the east.
74

 A 

statistical report of 1765 indicates the presence of twenty unconverted Jicarilla families 

residing along the Rio de las Trampas.
75

  A small number of Jicarillas are known to have 

lived at Taos Pueblo by 1760, but the permanence of their residency remains unknown.
76

  Of 

those Jicarillas who remained at Las Trampas de Taos, it seems that some developed strong 

ties to neighboring Hispanic settlers, namely the Romeros. This relationship will be described 

in greater detail in the following chapter, but suffice it to say that some Jicarillas at Las 

Trampas de Taos became attached to local Hispanics by bonds of mutual defense, by ties of 

real and fictive kinship, and by a common affinity for illegal commerce.  Whether Jicarillas 

developed such bonds with genizaros and Taos Indians who also lived on the tract may never 

be known, but the existence of at least some mutual defense pact seems a certainty. 
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Genizaro Settlers at Las Trampas de Taos 

 The lack of documents tied to genizaros at Las Trampas de Taos makes ascertaining 

the origin of those who migrated there -- not to mention their role in the settlement after 

arrival -- very difficult.  But Genizaro origin and settlement in New Mexico followed a 

general pattern.  Genizaro origins were in all cases humble. The story of almost all such 

Indian families begins with defeat and capture at the hands of the Spanish or at the hands of a 

rival tribe.  Most, if not all, first-generation genizaros experienced not only loss in battle and 

subsequent capture, but also physical abuse, humiliation, and decades of involuntary 

servitude. Though Spanish law had prohibited Indian slavery since 1542, involuntary 

servitude continued to exist for centuries in the remote provinces of the empire, including 

New Mexico.
77

  New Mexicoôs earliest colonizers skirted Spanish antislavery laws by 

allowing the slightly less severe practices of punitive indenture and debt peonage to take 

root.  Colonial authorities justified the sale of Indians into involuntary servitude if those sold 

had refused vassalage, resisted Christianization, or experienced capture during the execution 

of a ñjust war.ò
78

  During the course of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, instances of 

punitive indenture became relatively infrequent, but while punitive indenture declined, the 

frequency of debt peonage resulting from capture during battle grew tremendously.
79

  The 

seemingly ceaseless warfare that took place between colonists and nomadic tribes during the 

seventeenth century served to fuel traffic in Indian captives.  Frontier soldiers became New 
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Mexicoôs primary slavers, ransoming Indian captives -- mostly women and children -- to 

colonists looking to augment their private labor forces.  Indians also participated in the 

nefarious trade. Members of one tribe often sold those of another to Spanish colonists at 

colonial trade fairs.
80

  But regardless of who did the selling, the debt of ransom resulted in a 

period of indenture usually lasting between ten and twenty years, after which the captives -- 

genizaros -- were given their freedom.
81

  

 The term genizaro, based on the Turkish yeñi, ñnewò and çeri, ñtroops,ò shares its 

philological roots with the term janissary, a word that refers to the Balkan slave soldiers of 

the Ottoman Empire.
82

  As the fifteenth-century Ottomans had tapped the Christian Balkans 

for troops unattached to royal competitors, Spanish authorities in colonial New Mexico 

utilized the communities formed by freed genizaros for the purposes of frontier defense.  

Rarely well-treated in the villages in which they served their terms as indentured laborers, 

genizaros who were not adopted into the families of their former masters formed their own 

communities.  But their status as defeated enemies and the stigma of indenture left first-

generation genizaros and their descendants on the lowest rung of the colonial social ladder.
83

  

During the eighteenth century, genizaro communities experienced significant growth.  By 

1750 they made up ten percent of the provinceôs entire population.
84

  The genizarosô growing 

numbers worked in concert with their social and geographic marginality to make them prime 

candidates for frontier defense.  Spanish authorities purposely placed large genizaro 
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communities in the no manôs land between Hispanic New Mexico and the territory of 

independent Indians like the Comanches.  In addition, they supplemented the defense of 

sparsely populated regions, such as the Taos valley, by planting smaller genizaro 

communities between existing groups.  Though no petition or official order appears in the 

documentary record for the genizaro settlement at Las Trampas de Taos, that group doubtless 

settled there during the genizaro dispersal of the early eighteenth century. 

 

Analysis 

 The ethnic groups who made up the eighteenth-century community at Las Trampas de 

Taos arrived in the valley largely in response to Comanche raiding and encroachment.  

Comanche raids led to the need for buffer settlements -- decoy settlements -- like Las 

Trampas de Taos.  Diego Romero, an enterprising Hispanic of low caste but of high social 

standing, boldly rushed into the Taos valley to fill that void in 1724.  He had the good fortune 

of being the patriarch of a large family and of settling the valley at the same time as a band of 

Jicarilla Apaches, who were still licking their wounds after a devastating Comanche attack.  

The Jicarillasô Hispanic neighbors must have been thankful for their presence despite their 

recent rejection of Christianity, as they were experienced Comanche-fighters.  Not long after 

the Romeros and the Jicarillas settled at Las Trampas de Taos, a small number of genizaro 

families joined them.  Whether they were ordered there or had petitioned for a parcel of land, 

their presence further guaranteed community protection and viability.  Comanche expansion 

created this community, forcing these groups to coexist.  And they did so successfully until 

the last quarter of the eighteenth century.  That coexistence will be explored in the chapter to 

follow. 
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Taos Indians at Las Trampas de Taos: The Unanswered Question 

 Oral tradition has it that the Taos Indians -- inhabitants of Taos Pueblo -- were the 

first to settle at Las Trampas de Taos.
85

  While the motives behind Hispanic, Jicarilla, and 

genizaro arrival at Las Trampas de Taos can be discerned to some extent, the motives of 

those Taos Indians who left their Pueblo to settle the southern portion of the valley remain 

something of a mystery.  Details are few and documents are almost completely lacking in 

that regard.  But the next chapter -- a comparatively speculative one -- will explore possible 

explanations for the presence of Taos Indians at Las Trampas and will attempt to discern how 

they responded to the arrival of the other ethnic groups at Las Trampas de Taos. 
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CHAPTER 2 

INTERETHNIC RELATIONS AT LAS TRAMPAS DE TAOS 

 

Introduction 

 As microhistorian Luis González asserts in the prologue to his study of the Mexican 

village of San J·se de Gracia, ñthe history of no small community can be written, [as] .  .  .  

country and village life .  .  .  leave few traces.ò
86

  And the records that such communities do 

keep often wind up ñlost, misplaced, [or] dispersed.ò
87

  The eighteenth-century community at 

Las Trampas de Taos is no exception.  The documents tied to it, like those of San Jóse de 

Gracia, are few.  And only a fraction of them reside in the modern town of Ranchos de Taos.  

Most are housed at Santa Fe, but some are locked away in archives as far off as the Bancroft 

Library in California, the Cathedral Archives of Durango, Mexico, and the Spanish Military 

Archives in Madrid.
88

  Moreover, many of these documents are illegible, having suffered the 

damaging effects of time and poor archival preservation.  Also like the village of San Jóse de 

Gracia, the village at Las Trampas de Taos offers no newspaper or newsletter sources, not 

even so much as a parish bulletin.
89

  The only activities documented were those that 

government and church authorities saw fit to record.  Sacrament registers, clerical 

correspondence, land grant records, census records, documented legal disputes, and travelersô 
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accounts must serve, then, as the primary sources for any attempt to craft a history of this 

community during that period.  But with the exception of the travelersô accounts, most of 

these documents reveal only the most basic historical data.  Their terse nature poses 

tremendous challenges for any historian hoping to piece together a holistic and engaging 

history of Las Trampas de Taos.  González is correct in asserting that no thorough history 

can be built on so insubstantial a foundation. 

 Although the fragmented nature of this group of primary sources prevents the crafting 

of a dense historical chronology, they do provide valuable insights into community life 

during the early years of this community.  This chapter will utilize these documents 

following techniques used by scholars such as John Kessell, James F. Brooks, and Ross 

Frank to craft a fabric of interethnic relations in northern New Mexico.  Based on a 

comparatively substantial body of evidence, Kessell, Brooks, and Frank have identified a 

number of social-historical patterns in eighteenth-century northern New Mexico. 

 First, this chapter will endeavor to prove that the mixed cultural character of the early 

settlement at Las Trampas de Taos resulted from the intersection of pragmatic Spanish 

defense policy, relaxed caste rules, and a weak ecclesiastical presence -- factors all stemming 

from the regionôs remoteness.  Second, the chapter will explore the relationships that 

developed among members of this communityôs constituent ethnic groups.  It will lean 

heavily on Kessell and Brooks, as both have examined similar situations at other villages in 

northern New Mexico.  This chapter will analyze the social hierarchy that developed at Las 

Trampas de Taos and will argue that its structure was based as much on the order of settler 

arrival and on negotiations of ethnic identity as it was on popular Hispanic notions of caste 

and racial purity.  Finally, the chapter will discuss changes in the ethnic character of that 
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population during the last third of the eighteenth century.  During this period the Comanche 

threat loomed dangerous enough to spur the building of a defensive plaza in the heart of the 

settlement.  The chapter will argue, however, that that project did not necessarily reflect a 

coalescence of the multiple ethnic groups present at Las Trampas de Taos.  This chapter will 

add to the historiography of Ranchos de Taos by highlighting the complexities of early 

settlement in that portion of the Taos Valley. 

 

Settlement and Ethnicity at Las Trampas de Taos 

 By the mid eighteenth century, several distinct ethnic groups had settled within the 

boundaries of Las Trampas de Taos.  Clerical correspondence reveals that a Jicarilla Apache 

mission located on the southwestern portion of the grant had attracted over one hundred 

thirty Indians by 1733.
90

  Although the mission ultimately failed to maintain its numbers, a 

colonial statistical report of 1765 reveals that many of these Apaches remained within the 

boundaries of the tract.  The same report also reveals that the Apaches who remained did not 

convert to Catholicism even after three decades in the Taos Valley.  Beside these 

unconverted Indians sat two other distinct ethnic groups: a group of genizaros (detribalized 

Indians) and a group of Hispanics of multiple castes.  The Spanish colonial census of 1750 

records their presence at Las Trampas de Taos in significant numbers, but says little with 

regard to how, when, or why these two groups arrived.
91

  And surprisingly, neither the 

clerical correspondence nor the census and statistical reports make any mention of the 
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presence of Taos Indians, Indians with familial ties to nearby Taos Pueblo.  Local oral 

tradition has long held that Taos Indian families dotted the area prior to the arrival of 

Hispanics, genizaros, and Jicarillas.
92

  Since the fate of these Taos Indians remains unknown, 

they will receive comparatively speculative treatment here. 

 

A Description of the First Settlers 

 Nearly two centuries after the first permanent Hispanic and non-Pueblo Indian setters 

arrived at Las Trampas de Taos, U.S. territorial authorities asked Joaquin Andres Garcia, 

resident of a nearby village, who he thought were the first inhabitants of that portion of the 

valley.  The eighty-seven-year-old Garcia described the first settlers as ñnatives of the Pueblo 

[of Taos].ò
93

 He did not further qualify the statement except to say that these first settlers 

followed a man named Juan Crisistomo, whose name is nowhere to be found in the related 

extant documents.  A presumed head settler with a Spanish name only indicates that the 

Puebloan settlement efforts mentioned by Garcia began at some point after 1610, the year in 

which the first Spanish missionary arrived at Taos Pueblo.  That Taos Indians might have 

inhabited this portion of the valley prior to the arrival of Hispanic, Jicarilla, and Genizaro 

settlers should come as no surprise, given the age of the Pueblo and its proximity to Las 

Trampas de Taos.
94

  What does come as a surprise is the documentary silence regarding Taos 

Indians in that portion of the valley after the arrival of those groups.  What happened to the 

Taos Indians who settled there?  It is possible that they simply returned to Taos Pueblo upon 
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the arrival of the newcomers.  The Pueblo, less than ten miles away, offered a safe place to 

retreat.  But the newcomers were not known for intolerance -- at least not initially -- and 

certainly did not possess the means by which to forcibly eject even the smallest indigenous 

population. 

 It seems more likely that Taos Indians in that portion of the valley, being relatively 

small in number, were incorporated into the community that developed there.  The Taos 

Indians would certainly have been accustomed to dealing with Hispanics, as the population 

of Taos Pueblo itself included a significant number of them.  Given the frequency of Indian-

Hispanic intermarriage at many of the northern Rio Grande Pueblos during the period, it 

seems likely that such unions took place at other interethnic junctures in the region as well, 

including at Las Trampas de Taos.  The few Taos Indians who resided there upon the arrival 

of the Romero family, the first permanent Hispanic settlers, probably were assimilated by 

marriage into the emerging Hispanic community. 

 

The Romeros: A Case Study in Caste Negotiation 

 The community that formed at Las Trampas de Taos owes much to the ambition of 

Diego Romero, patriarch of the family that would become one of the most important in the 

region.  Romero made the long trek to Taos from Sevilleta, south of Albuquerque, following 

ñtributaries and [crossing] hills to found [a] new [village] in the mountains.ò
95

  Many 

marginal types would do the same thing during the first quarter of the eighteenth century, as 

far northern outposts offered much in terms of opportunity.
96

  Romero and his family arrived 

                                                 

95 Brooks, 117; Angélico Chávez, Origins of New Mexico Families in the Spanish Colonial Period (Santa Fe: 

The Historical Society of New Mexico, 1954), 272; Eiselt, 395; Jenkins, 91; Hooker, 13. 

96 Brooks, 117. 



29 

 

at Taos Pueblo in 1714.
97

  His roots were modest, and he was probably as poor as most of 

those he encountered at the Pueblo upon his arrival.  His parents were servants, hacienda 

laborers whose social and racial status likely choked their sonôs potential in the village of his 

birth.  His mother was a criada, an Indian acquired as a child and raised as a servant in a 

Hispanic household.
98

  His fatherôs racial status is less certain, however, lying somewhere 

along the mestizo spectrum.  Accordingly the people of Taos came to know Romero as ñEl 

Coyoteò (the term refers to his mixed parentage).  But in a cattle-brand registration filed by 

Romero in 1715, he refers to himself as the son of a Spanish father and coyota mother.
99

  

This act reveals a good deal about Romeroôs social intentions, as he had arrived in Taos only 

a year earlier.  The registration reflects a desire on his part to purify his questionable lineage 

through suggestion.  But it does not seem that he achieved this aim right away, as an 

unrelated document of the same year referred to him simply as an Indian.
100

  Regardless of 

the lack of immediate success, Romeroôs attempt serves as an example of the flexibility of 

notions of race along the northern Spanish frontier during the early eighteenth century.  He 

doubtless knew that parties of great importance to his future would read his brand 

registration, and he modified his own caste status in anticipation -- a clever social move. 

 Romeroôs involvement with the Spanish military buttressed his racial maneuvering to 

propel him to the top of the social hierarchy at Taos.  His military rank upon arrival in the 

valley is unknown, but within twenty years Spanish authorities chose him to serve as War 
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Captain of the Jurisdiction of Taos, a position requiring significant military experience.
101

  If 

he did not arrive in Taos a soldier, he certainly became one soon afterwards.  Desperate for 

fighting men, far-flung outposts like Taos rewarded soldiers handsomely, considering caste 

secondary to military skill.  And successful military careers often translated into social 

acceptance of the sort that could transcend caste altogether.  That seems exactly what 

occurred in Romeroôs case. By 1724 he had garnered sufficient social acceptance -- and 

enough wealth -- to acquire the vast tract of land in which Las Trampas de Taos sat.  His 

story exemplifies historian John Kessellôs statement that colonial New Mexicoôs remoteness 

caused ñsocial acceptance and economic stationò to mean ñmore than blood.ò
102

  The Romero 

family spread out on their hard-earned tract, working their way to its southern border, and 

into Las Trampas de Taos, by the late 1730s. 

 

Ethnic Entanglements at Las Trampas de Taos  

 As the Romeros spread across their tract, establishing farms and pasturing their 

grazing animals, they encountered several sizable ethnic groups, including a group of 

Jicarilla Apaches.  They quickly became connected to the Apache band that resided on the 

southern end of the tract, a group recently forced from their homeland due to Comanche 

raiding and encroachment.  The Romeros appear to have prepared for the encounter in 

advance by developing ties of compadrazgo, fictive kinship, with Jicarillas at Taos Pueblo.  

The familyôs patriarch stood as godfather during the baptisms of at least two Jicarillas before 
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acquiring the tract that included the site of their mission.
103

  And it might be that Romero, 

anticipating the acquisition, arranged for Jicarilla resettlement on the land that he would soon 

own.  Whatever the case, Fray Juan José Pérez de Mirabal, priest at Taos Pueblo, established 

a mission for the Jicarillas on the tractôs southeastern edge in 1727.
104

  Within decades, ties 

of fictive kinship would give way to genealogical ties.
105

 

 A group of genizaro Indians appears also to have settled that portion of the valley at 

some point during the first half of the eighteenth century.  As with the Taos Indians, the 

documents reveal very little about this particular groupôs arrival.  Brooks, whose recent work, 

Captives and Cousins, chronicles the development and dispersal of genizaro communities in 

northern New Mexico during the eighteenth century, provides some insights into these 

migrations.  Genizaros, those Indians captured in war by the Spanish and pushed into virtual 

slave-soldiery, were numerous enough, by the early eighteenth century, to form distinct 

communities of their own.
106

  Spanish authorities took advantage of this growth in genizaro 

population by placing their communities strategically along the Hispanic-Indian frontier.
107

  

The genizaro settlement at Las Trampas de Taos may have been so placed, but no record of 

such an order exists.  With only eight such households reportedly there in 1750, however, 

their initial numbers may not have warranted any formal order at all.
108

  This particular group 

may simply have wandered to Las Trampas de Taos.  Genizaros did decide on the location of 
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their own settlements from time to time, and this may be an example of a group taking the 

issue of settlement into its own hands.
109

  That portion of the valley, both fertile and sparsely 

populated, would have been difficult for such a group to resist.  And it would have been 

equally difficult for the other inhabitants of Las Trampas de Taos to reject these genizaros, as 

they likely had seasoned Comanche fighters with them.  But regardless of whether they were 

invited into the valley or just stumbled upon it, the lengths to which individual genizaros may 

have gone to adapt their identities to local circumstances may never be known.   

 Better documentation exists, however, with regard to identity negotiation, kin 

relationships, and social hierarchy among Hispanics of different castes and between 

Hispanics and Jicarillas.  The 1750 census documents the presence of fifty -five coyotes and 

fifty -seven Españoles at Las Trampas de Taos.
110

  The presence of so many Españoles 

reflects two important aspects of life there: (1) that many of the Romerosô tenants were of a 

caste higher than that of the familyôs patriarch, and (2) that persons of less-than-pure blood 

laid claim to Español status by virtue of household.  As Brooks argues in his analysis of the 

related census data, not all fifty-seven people labeled Españoles possessed pure Spanish 

blood.
111

  Many of those included in the count appear in other documents as persons of 

mixed race.
112

  Interestingly, significant overlap exists between persons of mixed race listed 

in the census as Españoles and female members of the largely coyote Romero family.  The 

overlap seems to imply that the Romeros, despite their by now high social and economic 
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status, desired the sort of legitimacy that only Spanish blood could provide.  It seems likely, 

however, that proximity played a role in the development of these unions as well. 

 The ties that developed between the Romeros and their Jicarilla neighbors were also 

spurred by proximity.  But the Jicarillasô comparatively large numbers, their cultural 

guardedness, and their relatively low social position shaped those ties.  The size of the 

Jicarilla population at Las Trampas de Taos rivaled that of the Hispanics and dwarfed that of 

the genizaros for much of the eighteenth century.  Strangely, no Jicarilla listing exists on the 

1750 census.  But clerical correspondence tells us that there were at least one hundred thirty 

Apaches present at Father Mirabalôs Jicarilla mission in 1733, and a statistical report records 

the presence of roughly one hundred Jicarillas in 1765, thus confirming their continued 

presence.
113

  Interestingly, though, the1765 report treats the local band of Jicarillas as a 

wholly separate entity, their groupôs entry appearing as a side note rather than sitting in the 

main body of text.  Even the language used to describe these Indians sets them apart from 

local Hispanics and Genizaros.  The document lists them as ñunconverted Indians of the 

Jicarilla Apache nation who contribute .  .  .  everything that is ordered of them by the 

Alcalde Mayor,ò an unusually well-qualified entry.
114

  That they contributed all that local 

authorities required of them indicates that the author does not consider them hostile.  But by 

listing them separately and by describing them as ñunconverted,ò the author indicates that 

significant cultural differences existed between Jicarillas and Hispanics in this portion of the 

valley.  Such was indeed the case, as this particular group of Jicarillas followed their own 

customs, practiced their traditional religion, and spoke primarily their own language, even 
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after decades in the Taos Valley.  The relationships that developed between the Romeros and 

the Jicarillas at Las Trampas de Taos seem to have reflected those differences. 

 The documents, however, expose only a few of the ties that formed between these 

groups.  The Romero patriarch began this process in 1719 by creating the first tie of 

compadrazgo
115

 between his large coyote family and the Jicarilla Apaches.
116

  But the links 

between these groups appear to have grown progressively complicated as the Jicarillas settled 

onto their portion of the tract and as the Romeros spread themselves over the tract in its 

entirety.  Within twenty years the groups became allied in their efforts to strip Pueblo 

inhabitants of stray sheep and cattle.  In 1731 both the Jicarillas and the Romeros were 

accused of livestock theft in a case brought by ranchers at Taos Pueblo.
117

  Even the familyôs 

patriarch was implicated.
118

  Thirty years later, Diego Romeroôs grandson also would become 

involved in illegal activities with the Jicarillas.  But in his case the charges were not livestock 

theft, but concubinage.  He was accused of having taken multiple Indian wives, all in the 

same household.
119

  At least one of those wives was an Apache, undoubtedly of Jicarilla 

origin.
120

  Perhaps this Romero, living in close proximity to the Jicarillas, adopted their still 

polygynous marital practices.
121

  Whatever the case, coyote-Jicarilla relationships like this 

one shared little in common with relationships of the coyote-Español variety.  The Romeros 

benefited from their ties with Jicarillas in more immediate and tangible ways than they did in 
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their relationships with Españoles.  At the same time, relationships between Romeros and 

Jicarillas appear less often in the documentary record. 

 Decades later, Governor of New Mexico Don Fernando de la Concha, would describe 

his provinceôs Hispanics as desperate for the ñdistance that provides them independence.ò
122

  

He noted that these Hispanics eagerly adopted ñthe liberty and .  .  .  freedom that [they] see .  

.  .  in the barbarous Indians.ò
123

  Brooks, in a short study of social control in northern New 

Mexico, mentions that during the second half of the eighteenth century the very Hispanics 

Concha abhorred would become the ñarchitects of the new social order.ò
124

  The Romero 

familyôs journey from Sevilleta to Taos and the connections they endeavored to build 

between themselves and their neighbors after their arrival, particularly with Jicarillas and 

Españoles, exemplify both Conchaôs and Brooksôs sentiments.  This coyote family, led 

through the first half of the century by an ambitious and astute patriarch, garnered calidad
125

 

through their connections with the valleyôs Españoles.  But they generated immediate wealth 

and satisfied some culturally forbidden desires through their connections with neighboring 

Jicarillas. 

 Cooperation between the Romeros and their neighbors at Las Trampas de Taos 

offered reciprocal rewards.  Españoles and Jicarillas benefited as much from their interethnic 

connections as did the Romeros.  Joint efforts at cattle-thievery between the Romeros and 
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local Jicarillas probably yielded substantial profits. Since both Jicarillas and members of the 

Romero family were repeatedly implicated in such cases, it seems likely that much of the 

profit from this trade made its way into Jicarilla hands. Even the practice of Indian 

concubinage could have served to benefit the Jicarilla population, since such unions -- wholly 

valid in Jicarilla tradition -- may have created obligations of mutual defense between 

groups.
126

  A similar network of obligations operated between Hispanics of different castes.  

But the aspect of that network that probably concerned Españoles most was the role of 

women in the inheritance of land and other forms of wealth.  Many of the valleyôs Españoles 

married their way into the coyote-dominated valley, lending the Romero family their calidad 

and ensuring the survival of their own lineages at the same time.  The Españoles, coyotes, 

and Jicarillas of Las Trampas de Taos coalesced there to a certain degree, fostering mutually 

beneficial relationships but maintaining some level of independence from one another at the 

same time.
127

 

 

 

 The Plaza at Ranchos de Taos: Product of Caution or Coalescence? 

 Though they had aligned themselves with Hispanics at Las Trampas de Taos for 

much of the eighteenth century, the Jicarilla Apaches did not remain there into the 1800s.  

The 1760 account of Pedro Tamarón, Bishop of Durango, provides a snapshot of the 

conditions that may have led to the abandonment of the Jicarilla settlement there.  According 
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to Tamarón, the Comanches attacked settlements in the Taos Valley with unusual ferocity 

that year, taking fifty-six women and children as captives and forcing a significant portion of 

the surviving Hispanics to retreat to Taos Pueblo.
128

 

 The Comanches continued to raid the valley with some regularity after 1760.
129

  In 

his account, Tamarón mentions the presence of Jicarillas there even after the 1760 raid, and 

the statistical report of 1765 confirms the fact that they remained there despite Hispanic 

flight.
130

  But with their Hispanic allies gone and with Comanche raids continuing, the 

Jicarillas abandoned Las Trampas de Taos by the 1770s.  Spotty records provide little 

information about the population that remained there during the next decade or so, and while 

a few Hispanics appear in the written records, the Jicarillas are not mentioned in relation to 

that portion of the valley again.  Perhaps this group of Jicarillas merged with another for the 

purposes of defense.  They would not have had to travel very far to do so, as a group of 

Jicarillas were known to reside in the nearby La Hoya area.
131

  

 Whatever the case, the Jicarillas who once inhabited the Romero tract did not join 

their Hispanic counterparts at Taos Pueblo.  Had they moved there, they would certainly have 

been mentioned in the Puebloôs church and government records.  Furthermore, the prospect 

of comparatively cheek-to-jowl coexistence at Taos Pueblo probably repelled them.  The 

Jicarillas had long made a practice of avoiding irreversibly deep cultural entanglements.  

Adherence to traditional values, it seems, kept them from rejoining their old neighbors at 

Taos Pueblo. 
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 By the 1770s, even the Romeros had left for the Pueblo.
132

 Researcher William Wroth 

refers to this decade as a period of ñcomplete hiatus in the settlement in the Taos Valley.ò
133

 

Spanish authorities probably considered the hiatus a timely one, as they thought Hispanic 

settlements ungovernable and undefendable due to their dispersed nature.  In an effort to 

regularize settlement in New Mexico, Governor Pedro Fermín de Mendinueta ordered in 

1772 that defensive plazas serve as nuclei for all new Hispanic settlements.
134

 

 New residents who resettled Las Trampas de Taos in the late 1770s and early 1780s 

built a walled plaza exactly as the governorôs decree prescribed.  Fray Juan Augustín de 

Morf² reported in 1782 that the new settlement consisted of a ñquadrilateral plazaò with 

ñseveral towers at regular distances for its defense.ò
135

  But the plaza at Las Trampas de Taos 

would never serve its original purpose.  By the time its construction was finished, the 

Comanche threat had subsided.  In 1787 Juan Bautista de Anza, then the governor of New 

Mexico, dealt the Comanches a decisive defeat at the Battle of Cuerno Verde.  The 

Comanches ceased their raiding after that defeat, making the plaza at Las Trampas de Taos a 

vestige of a former age. 

 Wroth reports that those who returned to resettle Las Trampas de Taos were largely 

the same people who left it during the period of Comanche depredations.
136

  Contemporary 

documents seem to support his assertion, but it seems likely some landholders sold their 

                                                 

132 Wroth, 17, Adams, 112-113, 251. 

133 Wroth, 17. 

134 Marc Simmons, ñSettlement Patterns and Village Plans in Colonial New Mexico,ò In The Spanish 

Borderlands: A First Reader, comp. Oakah L. Jones, 54-69 (Los Angeles: L. L. Morrison, 1974), 66. 

135 Fr. Morfi quoted from Kessell 1987, 116. 

136 Wroth, 18. 



39 

 

parcels while at Taos Pueblo.
137

  Diego Romeroôs heirs divided the familyôs tract during the 

1760s, an uneasy time for the valleyôs inhabitants.
138

  The timing of the division probably 

reflected their concerns about the tractôs future. Selling may have seemed logical at the time.  

If a significant number of parcels were sold, however, a very different group might have built 

the plaza at Las Trampas de Taos.  This question cannot be adequately answered here, 

unfortunately.  But an answer is indeed possible, as many of the current landowners in the 

successor town of Ranchos de Taos possess historic deeds, title abstracts, and other 

documents that might tell us a good deal in this regard.   

 

Conclusion 

 The paucity of primary sources and the cursory nature of secondary sources seem to 

confirm Gonz§lezôs assertion that the history of rural villages cannot be written.  Historians 

may never understand precisely when or why Diego Romero made the decision to leave 

Sevilleta.  Documents may never arise explaining the presence of eight genizaro families at 

Las Trampas de Taos in 1750.  Historians may never discern the degree to which Jicarilla 

Apaches adapted to their new cultural, political, and geographic situation in the valley.  And 

the nature and extent of the connections that formed between the multiple ethnic groups 

present at the settlement may never be fully understood.  But by utilizing the techniques of 

Kessell, Brooks, and Frank, this chapter has attempted to build inferential connections where 

documents do not exist.  
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 This chapter has put forth several assertions based on the related documents as well as 

on documented histories of similar communities in northern New Mexico.  It argues that Las 

Trampas de Taos owed its multiethnic character to factors stemming from its remoteness. 

The relative lack of ecclesiastical oversight, the relaxed nature of borderlands caste rules, and 

the desperate need for experienced fighting men along the frontier all contributed to the 

development of the communityôs complex ethnic character.  This chapter also argues that the 

social hierarchy that developed at the eighteenth-century settlement was a fluid one.  Power 

relationships resulted as much from the order of settler arrival as from post-settlement social 

negotiation.  Finally, this chapter argues that the building of a defensive plaza at the heart of 

the settlement during the late eighteenth century did not reflect the coalescence of the 

communityôs ethnic groups.  The Jicarillas had certainly left the settlement by that time. 

Furthermore, it seems unlikely that those who emerged from Taos Pueblo to build the plaza 

were the same group who had earlier sought refuge there.  Future research will have to bear 

this argument out, however.  But prospects are quite promising in that regard, as many of the 

plazaôs current residents possess related documents, most of which have yet to be tapped by 

historians. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ARCHAEOLOGY AT MODERN RANCHOS DE TAOS 

 

Culture-Historical Framework 

 Human occupation in the Ranchos de Taos area goes back at least as far as the early 

Archaic period (7000 B.C.).  Isolated finds of Folsom points in the area suggest that 

occupation may even stretch back as far as the Paleoindian period (9000-7000 B.C.).
139

  But 

beyond the fact that evidence in the form of stone tools appears occasionally across the 

landscape, archaeologists know relatively little about the Paleoindian and Archaic peoples 

who once inhabited the area.
140

  Much more is known, however, about later prehistoric 

occupation (after about 750 A.D.).
141

  Archaeologist Anne Woosley divides the late 

prehistoric occupation of the Taos valley into three periods: the Developmental Period (750 - 

1200 A.D.), the Coalition Period (1200 - 1400 A.D.), and the Classic Period (1400 - 1610 

A.D.).
142

  Developmental Period sites usually consist of pithouse clusters or of small single-

story Pueblos.
143

  Coalition Period sites, on the other hand, are characterized by multistory 

Pueblos and represent moderate population aggregation.
144

  The Classic Period encompasses 

                                                 

139 Michael Adler, ñDraft Proposal Regarding Archaeological and Historical Research on the Smothers-Bruni 

Foundation Property in Ranchos de Taos, New Mexico,ò unpublished proposal, 29 March 2006, Southern 

Methodist University, Dallas, Texas, 5. 

140 Ibid. 

141 Ibid. 

142 Woosley, 147-148. 

143 Ibid., 148. 

144 Ibid. 



42 

 

the two centuries prior to Spanish arrival in which the Taos Valleyôs population became 

much more centralized, forming a few large Pueblo settlements, including the communities at 

Taos, Picuris, and Pot Creek Pueblos.
145

  Most of the sites in close proximity to the Ranchos 

de Taos area date from the Developmental and Coalition periods (Figure 3).  Unfortunately 

for this review, the archaeology of the peoples who arrived in the valley during the course of 

the Spanish Colonial and Mexican Territorial periods is not nearly as well documented.  That 

same lack of information also provides the impetus for this ongoing historical and 

archaeological research. 

 

Project Background and Research Questions 

 While some historical archaeology has been undertaken in the Taos region, no study 

of the early community at Ranchos de Taos has yet been carried out.  That will soon change, 

as the Department of Anthropology at Southern Methodist University,
146

 in cooperation with 

the descendant community at Ranchos de Taos, has initiated a full-scale archaeological 

investigation of the townôs historic plaza beginning in 2006.  This research program will 

continue during the summer of 2007. Two preliminary excavations were carried out during 

the summer of 2006 in anticipation of the present project.  Those excavations were 

performed in order to develop a chronological framework that archaeologists need to frame 

the course of future research.  The artifacts recovered from those two sites provide insights 

for future research and serve as the focus of this chapter.   
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 This chapter will provide a detailed overview of the two projects and will also detail 

several preliminary research questions that have been generated by the information compiled 

in the related artifact database.  The following research questions will be approached here: 

First, does a significant proportion of the artifacts found at the two sites predate the earliest 

documented mention of the plaza?  Second, what are the sources of manufacture for the 

ceramics recovered at the two sites, and what do their points of origin tell us about the nature 

of regional trade networks?  Finally, what are the differences between proportions in artifact 

totals and artifact types at the two sites, and what might these differences reveal?  Before 

beginning the discussion of the artifactual assemblage, I should point out that the small 

overall sample size of artifacts recovered in 2006 needs to be understood as such.  This small 

sample can provide some insight but cannot provide definitive answers to the questions 

posed in this chapter. However, these questions will be addressed again in future cycles of 

excavation and analysis. Each iteration will further adjust the nature of these research 

questions as well as the accuracy of the answers. In other words, this chapter is a springboard 

for future inquiry. 

 

Site Background and Excavation Methodology 

 During the summer of 2006, archaeologists Sunday Eiselt and Michael Adler directed 

preliminary excavations at two sites within the bounds of the plaza at Ranchos de Taos, New 

Mexico.
147

  The two excavations were performed under the auspices of Southern Methodist  
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Figure 3. Settlement density over time in the prehistoric Taos Valley. Adapted from Anne I. 

Woosley, ñPuebloan Prehistory of the Northern Rio Grande: Settlement, Population, 

Subsistence,ò Kiva 51, no. 3 (1986):143-164. 160. 

 

Universityôs Department of Anthropology.  Eiselt directed the June project, an excavation 

that took place inside the living room of a residence situated on the eastern corner of the 
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plaza.  Archaeologists placed seven excavation units there between June 22 and June 23, 

2006.  That residence (hereafter referred to as the Tafoya House, so named for the 

landowners) made up part of the original plaza wall.
148

  As such, the siteôs artifactual remains 

are very important in providing insights into both the everyday lives of those who resided at 

Ranchos de Taos during the period encompassed by this thesis and of those who lived within 

the walls of the plaza after its construction.   

 The other site, excavated in August under Adlerôs guidance, is situated on the plazaôs 

southern corner inside a vacant twentieth-century tavern and dancehall known as ñAndyôs La 

Fiesta Saloon.ò  Archaeologists placed three excavation units there directly under the 

saloonôs wooden bar between August 9 and August 15, 2006.  The structure, a giant two-

story structure rivaled in size only by the church at the plazaôs center, was built over or 

around a portion of the plaza wall during the 1930s according to local traditions.  But the part 

of that structure which overlaps with the original plaza wall has not yet been identified.  Still, 

the building straddles the line on which the wall once sat, making any excavation unit placed 

within the structure no farther than thirty meters from the actual position of the original plaza 

wall.
149

  For that reason, artifacts collected at Andyôs Saloon hold as much promise as those 

collected at the Tafoya House in terms of local activities and occupation chronology. 

 The plaza in which these excavations took place was originally built in the form of a 

long rectangle the axis of which ran northwest to southeast.
150

 The plazaôs National Register 

of Historic Places (NRHP) nomination form lists its dimensions as roughly three hundred 
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five meters in length and one hundred twenty-two meters in width.
151

  Interestingly, a row of 

adobe residences which may have made up the plazaôs southeastern wall was not included 

within the boundaries established by the nomination form (Figure 4).  The omission makes 

the protected area slightly trapezoidal, and probably reflects disagreement among residents 

and among scholars as to the original plazaôs actual dimensions.
152

 Van Dorn Hooker, 

coauthor of Centuries of Hands, an architectural history of the church at the plazaôs center, 

includes in that work a sketch of the plaza as he believes it may have appeared within a few 

decades of its construction (Figure 5). Like the NRHP nomination formôs description, 

Hookerôs rendition leaves out the southeastern row of residences, depicting the plazaôs 

southeastern wall as consisting of only a thick adobe parapet. Neither Hooker nor the NRHP 

nomination makes any attempt to qualify the exclusion of those residences. The omissions 

seem especially strange considering the fact that aerial photographs of the modern plaza 

strongly suggest that those adjoining structures served as the original plazaôs southeastern 

wall (Fig A). The residencesô combined length fits the original plazaôs overall layout nicely, 

terminating along the lines of the northeastern and southwestern walls. 

 Both of the sites examined in this chapter sit within the boundaries of the plaza as 

interpreted by Hooker and the NRHP nomination.  The two sites are located along opposite 

walls on the plazaôs southeastern side and are separated by approximately sixty meters with 

two structures between them.  They do not quite face one another, as Andyôs Saloon is 

roughly thirty meters west along its wall in relation to the Tafoya House.  The southeastern 
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end of the plaza is today dominated by residences, while the northwestern side of the plaza -- 

divided since 1939 by State Highway 64 -- contains a comparatively large number gift shops, 

art galleries, and restaurants.
153

  While all of the plazaôs structures have experienced 

significant modification during the course of the twentieth century, the northwestern end of 

the plaza has seen most of the changes. As one might guess, the extent and nature of those 

changes have much to do with the tourism that the state highway brings into the plaza. 

 

 
Figure 4. Map of the modern plaza at Ranchos de Taos. Adapted from the map included in 

the NRHP nomination form, drawn by D. E. R., August 1978. 
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