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twentieth century, anthropologist Leslie White observed that 

this pattern remained.13 

The Franciscan missionaries, attempting to change the 

Acoma Indians into Christian members of the Spanish Empire, 

taught them agricultural techniques, gave them new crops, 

new animals, and new tools. The adoption of these items 

brought some changes to the agricultural economy of the 

pueblo, but not the changes that the missionaries or the 

Spanish Crown wanted. The Acoma took the crops, animals, 

and tools that they wanted and discarded the rest. One of 

the Spanish concepts that the Acoma, for the most part, 

discarded was Christianity. Acoma traditional beliefs and 

changes in those beliefs are not the subject of this paper, 

but it is important to address Acoma traditional beliefs 

because of the way in which those beliefs fit into the Acoma 

world view and the view of themselves as farmers. 

Leslie A. White, The Acoma Indians: People of the 
Sky City. (Glorieta, NM: the Rio Grande Press, Inc., 1973), 
p. 34. First published as part of the 47th Annual Report of 
the U. S. Bureau of American Ethnology, (Washington, D. C.: 
U. S. Government Printing Office, 1932). 



The Physical Environment and the Acoma 

Traditional View of the Landscape 

The environment and the traditions of the Acoma people 

are essential to understanding the changes that occurred in 

their economy, especially agriculture, and society between 

the Spanish entrada in 1598 and Mexican independence in 

1821. The physical environment is crucial in its own right, 

but the traditions must be understood within the context of 

the environment. 

The environment can be understood in and of itself. 

However, since Acoma tradition is deeply rooted in the semi-

desert surrounding the pueblo, an understanding of Acoma 

traditions can only develop with an understanding of the 

physical environment. Additionally, to understand the 

economy, hence the agriculture, as well as Acoma society, 

one must come to an understanding of Acoma tradition. 

The Acoma, past and present, are primarily farmers and, 

as such, dependent on environmental conditions for their 

survival. Soil, climate and geography are important to the 

Acoma in their role as farmers since these conditions di­

rectly influence the types of crops that can be grown in the 

area, as well as the potential of the harvest. 

7  
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The land around Acoma is semi-desert. The country is 

"bare, rough...[with] drifting sands, above which formidable 

mountain walls lift a barrier."1 These are the mesas, the 

table lands. The mesa of Acoma rises above the plain sixty 

miles west of the Rio Grande and the city of Albuquerque, 

and fifty miles east of Zuni. On this mesa the Acomas 

1 
built their community around 1200 A. D. The Acoma Cul­

ture Province is bounded on all sides by these mesas and 

mountains and drained by the Rio San Jose. One hundred and 

fifty years ago, the willow-lined Rio San Jose was "a clear 

stream fifteen feet wide and one foot deep running swiftly 

over a gravelly bottom."* Cut within these mesas are nu­

merous arroyos and canyons, the major ones containing 

springs that have never been known to go dry.5 The Acoma 

have planted intermittently within the arroyos and canyons 

during the course of their occupation of the Acoma region. 

1 Mary Sedgwick, Acoma. The Sky City, (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1927), p. 15. 

2 Sedgwick, Acoma, The SkvCity. pp. 1-16.; Lt. James 
H. Simpson, Navaho Expedition; Journal of A Military 
Reconnaissance From Santa Fe. New Mexico to the Navaho Country 
Made in 1849. Frank McNitt, ed., (Norman: University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1964), pp. 144-145. 

^ R. J. Ruppe and A. E. Dittert, Jr. 
Archeology: A Preliminary Report of the Final Season 
Cebolleta Mesa Region, New Mexico," El Palacio 60 
1953) '.212. 

4 Simpson, Nava.io Expedition, p. 145. 

5 Reynold J. Ruppe, "The Acoma Culture Province: An 
Archeo1ogica1 Concept," PhD dissertation, (Harvard University, 
1953), p. 7. 

"Acoma 
in the 
(July, 
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The canyon springs and the Rio San Jose, as well as the Rio 

Cubero, located slightly north of the San Jose, are impor­

tant to the Acoma as a source of water for their fields. 

In the Southwest, the availability of water is the 

limiting factor in the exploitation of the environment. 

Western New Mexico experiences dry seasons in late spring 

and fall and a rainy season in summer and winter. However, 

even the rainiest regions may endure a year of drought in 

which rain does not come for ten months. Precipitation may 

vary considerably from month to month as well.6 

Seasonal temperatures do not vary as much in Western 

New Mexico as in other parts of the country, though extremes 

are not uncommon. The average January temperature at Acoma 

is -1.3C and the average July temperature is 21.3C. Average 

maximum temperature is 38.4C and the average minimum is -

29.6C. The average growing season in the Acoma area rages 

7 from 122 days to 175 days per year. 

The soils of the Acoma area are rich in minerals since 

the lack of ground water keeps them in place rather than 

leached away. The soils of the region are formed primarily 

of sand with little organic matter and are consequently 

well-drained. Sandy soils are able to heat more quickly 

that heavier soils, thus allowing planting at an earlier 

date in the year. These sandy soils, rich in nutrients, are 

6 Ibid, p. 20. 

7 Ibid, pp. 20-21. 
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amazingly productive in a year with normal rainfall. Even 

in a drought year, enough water is stored underground to 

produce a good crop that the Acoma farms produce slightly 

0 
more than half of a normal crop. 

In sum, the climate of the Acoma Culture Province is 

arid, almost a desert, but containing sandy, mineral-laced 

soils and enough water to sustain agriculture. Despite the 

obstacles present by such an inhospitable environment, 

humans have been able to live in the area for millennia. 

With the advent of occupation, the people of the areas 

developed traditions based in and on the area in which they 

lived. Such traditions are dependent on the landscape, and 

indeed the landscape is so interwoven in these traditions 

that each intersects the other. 

Acoma is one of the most thoroughly researched pueblos. 

Many scholars have examined the religion and the traditions 

of the people. Some early ethnologists documented several 

variations of the Acoma origin tradition, all of which are 

similar in content but differ in detail. Their origin myth 

is somewhat generic and not deeply tied to the landscape. 

One tradition, collected by Edward Curtis, explains that the 

people (the Acomas) lived in darkness beneath the ground. 

The mother creator, Iatiku, and her younger sister lived 

below ground with the warrior twins, Maseewi and Uyuyewi, 

Ibid, p. 25. 



1 1  

who became the leaders of the people. Badger burrowed 

upward until he beheld the light and then enlarged the hole 

to let the people up. After the people came into the upper 

world Maseewi gave clan names to each of the women. Iatiku 

instructed the people how to purify themselves by vomiting 

and by using herbs. She also established the ch!aianyi, the 

shamans, and showed them how to use the power of Mountain 

Lion, Bear, Wolf, Badger, Wildcat, Eagle and Porcupine to 

Q 
cure the sick. 

Another tradition, permeated with Christian traditions, 

explains how Iatik and her sister were given baskets with 

seeds of all the plants of the world and stone figures of 

all the animals of the world in them. While underground the 

sisters were given permission to ascend to the upper world 

and they created Badger and Locust from the stone figures to 

help them climb to the light. From the other figures, the 

sisters created all the other animals of the world and from 

the seeds, they grew all of the plants. Iatik created the 

seasons from the soil in her basket and told her children to 

pray to the spirits of these seasons for moisture, warmth, 

ripening and frost. With more dirt from her basket she 

Edward S. Curtis, The North American Indian, vol. 
16, reprint edition, (New York: Johnson Reprint Co., 1970), 
p. 172-173. 
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created the Katchina.10 

Other traditions, less generic, together with ceremo­

nies and rites provide a window into the culture of Acoma 

pueblo. Through this window one can glimpse the view the 

people of Acoma take toward their landscape and their own 

place within it. Within this picture of the landscape, the 

most important aspect of their world is the environment as 

it provides for the primary activity of life, the search for 

f ood. 

Despite some hunting practices and pastoral practices 

imbibed from the Spanish, the Acomas are an agricultural 

people and it is as an agricultural people that the Acomas 

think of themselves. Consequently, many of their own tradi­

tions and ceremonies reflect this view. 

As farmers the people of Acoma are concerned, primari­

ly, with water and the rain that provides this water, since 

water is necessary for the growth and survival of their 

crops. This interest in rain stems from the lack of water 

in the arid environment of the Southwest.11 As a result 

of this anxiety over water, many of the ceremonies of Acoma 

are concerned with the bringing of rain. 

Richard Erdoes and Alfonso Ortiz, American Indian 
Myths and Legends, (New York: Pantheon Books, 1984), pp. 97-
105 . 

11 Edward P. Dozier, The Pueblo Indians of North 
Amer ica, (Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, Inc., 1970), 
p. 151-152. 



This preoccupation with water is illustrated in the 

office of Field Captain at Acoma. Flaming Arrow, an early 

twentieth century Acoma, related the tragic story of his 

grandfather, once elected field chief of Acoma. 

The water supply of a village is its most 
important concern, and Acoma, being many hundred 
feet in the air, is greatly dependent upon the 
water holes on the top of the mesa. There are 
three large reservoirs and several smaller ones. 
No one may wash in these places but must carry the 
rainwater to several smaller depressions in the 
rocks. Baths were taken in big pottery vessels in 
the homes. 

There was one especial water-hole known as 
the water-gauge and was a place used in their 
ceremonial. It is on the north cliff of Acoma, 
between two large reservoirs. It is about eight 
feet deep, six feet across the top, and nearly 
round in shape. 

During the year's period of office for the 
field chief, if the rains are heavy enough to keep 
this water-gauge full in the dry moon,-- the last 
half of June and the first half of July,—then the 
watching community automatically re-elects the 
field chief for life. This is a terrible thing 
for the field chief, as it practically separates 
him from his wife and family, but he is judged to 
have such a power over the rain that the village 
cannot afford to lose his powers as field chief. 

Unfortunately for my grandfather, a very 
heavy rainy season came in his year of office. 
The rain stated early in June and it rained often 
until the last part of September. Grandfather 
took his partners to the pool at night and dipped 
the water out, trying to keep it low, but the 
rains came in torrents to fill it up. So his 
appointment for life was sealed. 

In addition to using the power of the field chief the 

Acomas use ceremonies, based on traditions, to help entice 

James Paytiamo, Flaming Arrow's People, (New York 
Duffield and Green, 1932), p. 145-6. 
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the rains to fall and water their crops. These ceremonies 

are conducted by certain organizations within the community, 

I 3 specifically the Katchina societies. There are five 

Katchina societies or kivas in Acoma. These societies 

consist of men initiated into the all-male group for the 

express purpose of impersonating the various Katchinas 

during ceremonies held on important dates during the year. 

Normally a boy joins the same group as his father, or, if 

the father is dead, the groups of another male relative. 

Each group impersonates specific Katchinas during the cere­

monies. These five Katchina societies in Acoma are: 

Shutyuni-tsi, Haimata-tsi, Shoshka-tsi, Koshkasi-1si , and 

Totakori-tsi, each taking their name from the main Katchina 

impersonated.14 However, fifty-nine Katchinas are imper­

sonated at Acoma. 

The importance of the Katchina in the Acoma view of the 

landscape cannot be underestimated as this tradition illus­

trates. 

Iatik told [her children] that the Katchina 
would come to dance for them. She told the people 
that they must respect these spirits, for they 
were very powerful. 

One day two scouts came to announce the com­

Dozier, The Pueblo Indians, pp. 192, 194. 

Curtis, The North American Indian, vol. 16, p. 178-

Leslie A. White, The Acoma Indians: People of the 
(Glorieta, NM: the Rio Grande Press, Inc., 1973), 

1 3  

1 4  

9 .  

1 5  

Skv City, 
p. 81. 
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ing of the Katchina in four days. Everyone busied 
himself in preparation for the reception of the 
Katchina. The women ground corn and made bread; 
the men hunted rabbits and deer. Masewi and his 
brother showed the people how to make prayer 
sticks and how to worship the Katchina. On the 
evening of the third day everyone prayed to the 
Katchina with their prayer sticks and corn meal 
and made offerings of bread and game. The next 
morning the Katchina arrived, proceeded by two 
scouts. The Katchina were dressed the way the 
masked dancer are today. They came into the pla­
za. Masewi and his brother went forward to meet 
them, handing them bunches of prayer sticks. The 
other people were close behind and they, too, met 
them. Then the Katchina distributed presents. 
They carried small buckskin bags with them. When 
they were opened and their contents discharged 
they became magnified and multiplied manifold. 
They had bows and arrows, clothing (for the people 
were still naked), pottery flint, buckskins, 
tools, etc., which they distributed to the people. 
The Katchina then instructed the people in the 
uses of all the gifts,... Then Masewi and Oyoyewi 
told the people that they must "believe in the 
Katchina," Jt,hat they were powerful, that they were 
rainmakers. 

The Katchina are spirit rain makers, the deities who 

provide the water necessary for the nourishment of the crops 

of the Acoma farmers. When the people began to grow their 

own food the Katchina would come to the village and dance 

when the fields were dry and no rain had come. After they 

17 danced, rains would fall. 

The people became disrespectful of the Katchina and war 

ensued. The Katchina refused to come to the village to 

dance anymore. However, they told the people that they 

1 6  

1 7  

Ibid, p. 14 2-3. 

Ibid, p. 69 . 
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could wear masks and costumes representing the Katchina and 

could act as if they were Katchina. If the people did this, 

and they honored and respected the Katchina, then they would 

come and possess the bodies of the dancers and bring rain. 

Dances of the Katchina are presented several times a 

year. July 20 or 21 is didya'micoko or the summer solstice 

dance while the winter solstice dance occurs on December 21. 

The most important ceremony is presented around July 12 or 

! 8 
14. It is called Natyati, the summer dance for rain. 

Two kivas perform the summer rain ceremony, which lasts for 

four days. One performs for the first two days while the 

other kiva performs for the last two days. In content 

Natyati parallels the visits of the Katchina described in 

the tradition above; the Katchina dance and hand out pres­

ents, the people of Acoma prepare for the feast by hunting 

| Q 
for game and the women prepare bread and corn. 

The traditions and ceremonies of Acoma testify that to 

the Acomas all life is interrelated, balanced and inter­

dependent. Man is in a partnership with nature and they 

sustain a reciprocal relationship. Man must perform certain 

rites and ceremonies and, in turn, nature responds by pro­

viding the essentials of human survival. If men fail to 

perform these ceremonies correctly or faithfully, the 

18 

1 9  

Ibid, p. 67. 

Ibid, p. 82-84. 
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balance of nature is interrupted. The consequences of this 

imbalance are illness, disasters, drought, and calamity. 

Ceremonies must be performed to keep the seasons in order, 

the sun and moon to rise and set properly, bring rain and 

snow, and to insure a well-ordered, properly balanced, 

physical environment, hence a well-ordered, properly bal-

20 anced society. 

Dozier, The Pueblo Indians, p. 151. 



Agriculture and Economy at Acoma 

in the Era Prior to Spanish Colonization 

Acoma Pueblo, at the time of the Spanish Conquest of 

New Mexico, was an innovative society that incorporated the 

technology and traditions of the forebears of the Acoma 

people, while continuing to unite features gleaned from 

other societies through trade. The world of the Acoma 

people changed constantly because of on-going trade with 

other societies, as well as the impact of changing 

environmental conditions that evoked changes from within the 

communi t y. 

When Coronado arrived in New Mexico in 1542 he found an 

agricultural society of a technical complexity that, al­

though lower in population than that of the central Mexican 

Valley, were culturally different than the plains tribes who 

lived in the lands between the wide-spread pueblos along the 

Rio Grande. Acoma was one of many small, isolated, 

agriculturally-based communities that, while lacking metal 

technology from which to make tools, thrived in their 

environment through the cultivation of several species of 

plants that they watered using sophisticated irrigation 

techniques. This chapter will paint a picture of Acoma 

society, economy and agriculture as it appeared at the time 

1 8  
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of the Spanish Conquest in the last decade of the sixteenth 

century. 

The sixteenth century Acoma traced their heritage to an 

older society that had thrived in the desert Southwest. The 

ancestors of today's Pueblo cultures are called the Anasazi, 

although archaeologists have yet to determine the precise 

connection.1 Sixteenth century Acoma Pueblo was influenced 

by the Anasazi culture, but received some influences from 

the more western pueblos during the late pre-historic or 

Kowina Phase as well as influences even earlier from 

contemporaries of the Anasazi from the south called the 

Mogollon.2 Thus, sixteenth century Acoma Pueblo was the 

result of local cultural conditions of "borrowing" of and 

"diffusion" from other cultural groups.3 The Acoma Indians 

found by the Spanish in the mid-sixteenth century were, 

then, the progeny of a long-established culture, the 

Anasazi, that had incorporated aspects of other cultures. 

This tradition of incorporation of aspects of other cultures 

continued through the Spanish Period. 

The Great Pueblo or Pueblo III Period, dating from 

approximately 1100 A.D. until 1300 A.D., witnessed the 

1 William D. Lipe, "The Southwest," in Ancient Native 
Americans, pp. 327-401, edited by Jessie D. Jennings, (San 
Francisco: W. H. Freeman and Co., 1978), p. 366. 

Reynold J. Ruppe, "The Acoma Culture Province: an 
Archeological Concept," PhD. dissertation, Harvard University, 
1953, p. 271. 

3 Ibid, p. 271. 
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Anasazi occupation of Mesa Verde, Pueblo Bonito, and several 

other sites.* The typical communities of this period were 

large, heavily populated pueblos, many of which were located 

in sheltered areas such as mesa-tops and cliff shelters. 

This was a change from the earlier periods in which smaller, 

more distant communities were the norm. Self-defense has 

been suggested as a reason for this coalescence of popula­

tion. The larger communities were in easily defensible 

positions and the pueblos during this period contained 

defensive works such as holes for shooting arrows and walls 

that restricted access to the pueblos.5 These defensive 

structures illustrate the emphasis placed on security. 

More important than defensive works, the Anasazi had 

developed agriculture to a higher level of sophistication by 

this point in their history. Despite their lack of metal 

tools, they used the resources available to them well, with 

great technological skill. The large communities required 

greater productivity from a smaller area than smaller commu­

nities with larger land base. 

By the Pueblo III Period, the Anasazi employed irriga­

tion techniques in their fields, as well as used the crops, 

tools, and methods that their cultural descendants, the 

Pueblos, continued to use well into the historic period. 

4 Campbell Grant, Canyon de Chellv: Its People and 
Rock Art , (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1978), p. 53. 
and Jennings, p. 375. 

5 Lipe, "The Southwest," p. 375. 
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Because the Anasazi were the ancestors of the Pueblo Indians 

and used almost identical farming methods, an overview of 

mature Anasazi agriculture and history may tell much about 

the origins of Pueblo agriculture in general and Acoma 

agriculture specifically as continuing from Anasazi prece­

dent s. 

Originally, the Anasazi depended on dry farming, using 

only rain to water to crops and, later on in their develop­

ment, floodwater farming, planting crops in river flood-

plains that retained the moisture from a wet season.6 From 

900 A.D to around 1100/1150 A.D., various water and soil 

control systems, such as check dams in washes, terraces, and 

stone grids on slopes began to appear.7 The Anasazi also 

developed ditch irrigation in late prehistoric times in the 

Rio Grande area, using water from perennial streams.8 The 

rise of irrigation technology in the Anasazi communities 

reveals that they had several problems with which to con­

tend. Climatic change towards drier weather precipitated 

the development of irrigation as dry farming alone could no 

longer work to feed the large Anasazi communities. These 

large, populous pueblos also needed more food than the 

limited rain-watered fields could provide, thus providing 

another incentive to irrigate. 

6 Ibid, p. 367. 

7 Ibid, p. 370. 

8 Ibid, p. 367. 



The Anasazi did not work with metal, but made their 

tools from wood, stone, and bone. Digging sticks, made of 

wood with a blade of sheep-horn sometimes attached, formed 

the most basic agricultural tools of this era. These dig­

ging sticks were sometimes double-headed, pointed at one end 

and flattened at the other. With the pointed end, the 

Anasazi could poke holes in the ground for seeds, while 

using the flattened end for covering the holes, as well as 

weeding and digging. Hoes, made of deer or mountain goat 

shouldei—blade bone attached to a wooden handle, may have 

developed out of the flat-ended digging stick.9 

Using these simple tools, Anasazi farmers planted four 

maize seeds in one hill of mounded earth for several rea­

sons. This practice helped to increase the probability of 

the growth of at least one plant; the outer plants shielded 

the inner ones from hail and wind. In addition, they 

separated the hills to help limit the damage from disease 

because then there was less opportunity for the disease to 

spread throughout the entire field.'8 

The planting of maize year after year on the same 

ground seriously depleted the soil of nutrients needed for 

plant growth. The Anasazi developed and employed several 

techniques to remedy this continual problem. One technique 

Ibid, p. 372. 

Linda S. Cordell, Prehistory of the Southwest, 
Academic Press, 1984), p. 187. 

9 

10 

(Or 1ando: 
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was letting the maize stalks decay in the fields permitting 

vital nutrients to return to the soil. Another practice was 

to spread wood ash from cooking fires on the field also 

helps to fertilize the soil. A third technique involved 

Anasazi farmers planting beans in the same hills as maize. 

The bacteria contained in the nodules of these legumes 

enriched the soil with nitrogen, maintaining the ground's 

fertility.11 

While much different that contemporary Western agricul­

tural standards, Anasazi seeds, farming tools, and methods 

worked efficiently in the arid Southwest. The Anasazi grew 

few crops but grew them intensively, especially in the 

Pueblo III Period. The tools Anasazi farmers used were 

simple, but effective, as were the methods of planting and 

caring for the fields. Irrigation, both flood-water and the 

newer ditch methods helped to insure a harvest not entirely 

dependent on rainfall. But their intensive agricultural 

techniques may have led to the downfall of the large Anasazi 

communit ies. 

The Anasazi communities flourished until the late 

fourteenth or the early fifteenth century, when their inhab­

itants abruptly abandoned them. The entire pueblo culture 

area retracted from the high plateaus of Colorado and the 

Foui—Corners area to the Rio Grande valley and isolated 

II Ibid, p. 187. 
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settlements such as Acoma, Zuni , and the Hopi villages.12 

The diffusion of the great Pueblo cultures from their large 

towns to smaller, less heavily populated sites, ranging over 

a wide area, represents a change from large-scale social 

arrarrgements to much smaller groupings. 

Archaeologists have put forth several hypothesis for 

pueblo relocation, the earliest of which was the "hostile 

nomad" theory. In this theory, newly arrived nomads, 

presumably the Athapaskan Navajo and Apache, as well as the 

Ute and Paiute, drove the Anasazi from their cliff-side 

communities. This theory accounts for the construction of 

defensive features employed by the Great Pueblo Period 

Anasazi. However, little archeological evidence of nomad-

Anasazi interaction has been found.'3 Indeed, little evi­

dence supports the hypothesis that Athapaskan nomads even 

entered the Pueblo area until around 1525, only shortly 

before the arrival of the Spanish.'4 

Currently accepted theory hinges on soil erosion. 

Larger communities required a more intensive agriculture 

that depleted the fertility of the soil faster than it could 

be replenished. Cycles in which fields were left fallow 

I 7 
Edward P. Dozier, The Pueblo Indians of North 

Amer ica, (Prospect Heights, IL: Waveland Press, Inc., 1970), 
p. 1-3. 

^ Lipe, "The Southwest," p. 377. 

Ramon Gutierrez, When Jesus Came, the Corn Mothers 
Went Away, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1991), p. 
xxvi i. 
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were shortened due to the demands of feeding a larger popu­

lation. The wearing of the soil resulted in smaller crops, 

more disease and "heightened social tensions" because of the 

uncertainty of food.15 Climatic changes, possibly 

droughts, during this period only served to exacerbate the 

si tuat ion. 

Responding to these severe, on-going problems, the 

Anasazi quickly abandoned their large communities in favor 

of smaller, spread out villages. These new smaller pueblos 

could more easily sustain themselves through a more judi­

cious use of the land and its resources. The larger commu­

nities could not sustain themselves because of their size 

and the necessity of feeding larger numbers of people. That 

the Anasazi moved from the more arid plateaus to the better 

watered vicinity of the Rio Grande support this theory. 

Consistent with the theory of immediate disaster, the 

Acomas themselves maintain a tradition of great movement at 

sometime in the distant past. The archaeologists Reynold 

J.Ruppe and Alfred E. Dittert, while conducting their field 

work at Acoma in the early 1950s, were told that the "Old 

People" wandered from site to site in search of watei—which 

was and is the limiting factor in agriculture and human 

habitation of the Southwest-and a place that received 

adequate rainfall for farming.16 

15 Ibid, p. xxi. 

16 Ruppe, "The Acoma Culture Province," p. 228. 



26  

However, according to early twentieth century Acoma 

historian J. M. Gunn, the Acomas maintained that they came 

to Acoma Mesa from a valley twelve miles to the north to 

escape the depredations of the Navajo and Apache. According 

to the Acoma, this happened some 300 years before the Span­

ish entradaJ7 

Through the use of dendrochronological (tree ring) 

dating and the comparison of pottery and other artifacts, 

archaeologists have determined that Acoma has been occupied 

t A 
since approximately 1200 A.D. Other archeological 

evidence, however, shows Cebolleta Mesa, very near the 

present site of Acoma, to have been occupied since the Late 

Basketmaker III Period (1 A.D. to 450 A.D.).13 Therefore, 

the date of the arrival of the Acoma to the mesa and their 

manner of arrival, indeed the origins of the pueblo, 

continue to remain open to debate. 

Agriculture tied the people of all Pueblos together. 

Pre-colonization systems of land tenure and labor at pueblo 

J. M. Gunn, Scatchen, (Albuquerque: Albright and 
Anderson, 1917), p. 16. 

jO 
Edward A. Dittert and Florence Hawley Ellis, 

"Anthropological Evidence of Old Acoma Occupation of Land 
Claim Area," p. 137, 314, cited by Robert L. Rands, "Acoma 
Land Utilization: An Ethnohistorical Report", Indian Claims 
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societies at the time of the Spanish entrada provides a 

basis from which to gauge the types and degrees of change 

that influenced these two aspects of the Acoma social 

structure- Because of the sparseness of material from 

Acoma, information from other pueblos must be considered. 

Evidence points toward uniformity in farming techniques 

among the puebloan people, except where anomalies have been 

not ed. 

The early Spanish observations, the records of the 

conquistadores during the several explorations into the 

regions north of the settled Spanish provinces, provide a 

window, however obscured and dirty, into the lives of the 

Acoma at the time of Spanish contact. These first explorers 

traveled to New Mexico in search of riches, especially gold, 

and to learn what they could about the land and its inhabit­

ant s. 

The expedition of Francisco Vasquez de Coronado began 

in early 1540 and constituted the first concerted effort by 

the Spanish to explore the Southwest. Viceroy Antonio de 

Mendoza promised the members of Coronado's expedition force 

estates in the territory they sought. This promise seemed 

especially lucrative since "there was a mountain of silver 

Herbert 
Southwest: 1542-
1916), p. 64. 

Eugene Bolton, Spanish Exploration in the 
1706, (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 
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and other mines" in that country.21 However, the expedi­

tion found neither gold nor silver and returned to Mexico 

City in 1542.22 

The second expedition into New Mexico differed in 

intent from Coronado's. The Chamuscado-Rodriguez Expedition 

of 1581 set out to visit and to convert to Christianity the 

Indians of New Spain's northern-most province. Fray Agustin 

Rodriguez acted as religious leader of the expedition while 

Captain Francisco Sanchez Chamuscado functioned as military 

leader.23 Hernan Gallegos, a soldier in the company, 

served as the expedition's chronicler and recorded the most 

complete account of the journey.24 The expedition returned 

to Mexico City in May of 1582 after surveying the land and 

reported that the territory "...had so many mineral deposits 

and resources that would facilitate its settlement and the 

conversion of the natives to Christianity..."25 

In November of the same year of the return of the 

Chamuscado-Rodriguez Expedition another expedition, under 

Herbert Eugene Bolton, Coronado: Knight of Pueblo 
and Plains. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
1949), p. 52. 

22 Ibid, p. 334. 

21 
George P. Hammond and Agapito Rey, The Rediscovery 

of New Mexico, Coronado Cuarto Centennial Publication 1540-
1940, vol. Ill, (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 
1966), pp. 6-7. 

34 Ibid, p. 67. 

25 Ibid, p. 110. 
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the command of Antonio de Espejo, set off for New Mexico. 

Unlike either the Coronado expedition or the Chamuscado-

Rodriguez expedition, Espejo's party set out to rescue two 

priests from the latter expedition, who had remained with 

the Indians in New Mexico to teach Christianity.26 The 

friars Espejo had set off to rescue had been killed, but the 

expedition brought back to Mexico City much needed informa­

tion about New Mexico, thus setting in motion events that 

would lead to colonization.27 

The reports of the Spanish explorers, along with data 

collected by the archaeologists who have worked at Acoma, 

provide most of the information available about Acoma farm­

ing prior to Spanish colonization. The Spanish described 

the pueblos in little detail and the archeological evidence 

cannot shed light onto some non-material aspects of Acoma 

agriculture and society, but together they provide a view of 

farming life at Acoma before 1598, sketchy though it may be. 

At the pueblo of Malagon, somewhere to the east of 

Acoma, the Chumascado-Rodriguez expedition witnessed a mar­

riage in which the priest conducting the ceremony placed a 

hoe in the hand of the groom "to signify that he is to till 

and cultivate the soil and gather corn to support his wife 

and chi1dren...In addition to this, he is given lands in 

26 

27 

Ibid, p. 17. 

Ibid, pp. 22, 28. 



which to plant corn."28 This incident illustrates the 

Spanish interpretation of the system of Pueblo land tenure 

and the system of labor, as well as the integral role of 

agriculture within Pueblo culture. The structure of pueblo 

land tenure was communal as the pueblo owned the land. As a 

result, the pueblo leaders had the authority to distribute 

land to those who needed it, such as the newly married man. 

Different pueblos had different systems of land tenure. 

At Hopi, the women controlled the land and their daughters 

inherited the use of that land after their marriages. While 

absolute control of the land resided in the matrilineal 

clans, the women retained the right of use. Men also 

claimed right of use of land in their own right, but this 

was land that they themselves cleared. No clan considered 

that unoccupied land cleared by the men to be clan property, 

rather it was considered to be owned by the village." The 

situation at Zuni was similar to that at Hopi. The women 

owned the use of the land within a matrilineal, clan-based 

system.30 

Still, in other southwestern, by and large, the men 

controlled the land, as at Malagon. The villages themselves 

owned the farming lands, but each man had the right to 

" Ibid, p. 102. 

1Q 
Douglas Hurt, Indian Agriculture in America, 

(Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 1987), p. 71. 
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acquire and to use the land. A man gained access to farm 

lands through four different means. First, the headman 

(cacique) could give a parcel of land to a man as compensa­

tion for a specific act, such as a marriage. Second, if a 

man felt that he should be entitled to land, he could apply 

to the cacique. A man could also develop a piece of un­

claimed land for himself without going through the applica­

tion process. Finally, a man could inherit the right of use 

of a piece of land from his father.31 

Little is know about land use customs at Acoma itself 

prior to Spanish colonization. If current land use customs 

reflect past customs, then the masculine version of communal 

land use rights was typical in Acoma in the pre-Hispanic 

period. According to modern, twentieth century sources, the 

village owned the land and individuals used the land with 

the consent of the cacique. The individual farmers could 

continue to cultivate the land as long as they needed and as 

long as they continued to undertake their community 

duties.32 This is consistent with the few sixteenth 

century accounts available indicating that land use did not 

change at Acoma. 

Anthropologist Leslie White's description of Acoma 

property rights and land tenure, observed during the late 
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nineteen-twenties and early thirties, is particularly 

i11umi nat i ng. 

Theoretically, all land is communally 
owned, but each farm, however, is said 
to "belong" to some particular family. 
This means that they are using it and 
that they have the right to continue to 
use it, but should they neglect the land 
and allow it to lie idle someone else 
may ask the cacique [the chief person of 
authority in the pueblo] to allot the 
land to him. And the cacique has the 
authority to do this. 

Usually, the land stayed within the family, to be divided 

among the children upon the death of the father.33 

As far as one can determine, prior to 1598, the 

community of Acoma as a whole owned the land, but the men 

had the use of the land. The cacique held the power to 

distribute the land to those who needed it, such as a newly 

married man. The man could use the land for as long as he 

needed to, as long as he did indeed farm it and took part in 

communal duties. 

Like the division of land, the Pueblo social structure 

rigidly divided the labor of men and women. As illustrated 

in Gallegos' account of the marriage in Malaga, the men held 

responsibility for cultivating the fields, thus providing 

Leslie A. White, The Acoma Indians: People of the 
Sky City. (Glorieta, NM: the Rio Grande Press, Inc., 1973), 
p. 34. First published as part of the 47th Annual Report of 
the U. S. Bureau of American Ethnology, (Washington D. C.: U. 
S. Government Printing Office, 1932). 
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for their families. Cutting and hauling firewood was also a 

man's occupation. In addition, they hunted, dressed animal 

skins, made their own weapons, as well as baskets and blan­

kets. The women's sphere was the home and the family. 

Their responsibilities included raising the children, cook­

ing the meals, and taking care of the home. The men built 

the home itself, while the women did the plastering.3* The 

pueblo social structure divided the labor of the men and 

women. The women cooked the food and cared for the home and 

family while the men produced the commodities, mainly 

through agriculture, with which the women worked. 

In many aspects of their agricultural endeavors, the 

Acoma remained on the same technological level as their 

Anasazi forebears. That technological change did not occur 

illustrates the contentment the Acoma had with their 

agricultural system and that they had no need for 

improvement. The Acoma did not have to contend with feeding 

a large population nor did they depend solely on rain for 

their crops. Unless the Rio San Jose dried up, the Acoma 

could expect a good harvest even with little rain. 

The Acoma continued to employ irrigation in their 

fields. Students of Pueblo history know little about the 

techniques and technology used by the Acoma for cultivating 

their crops. The Spanish explorers left few records detail­

ing agricultural technology. Diego Perez de Luxan, who kept 

^ Dozier, The Pueblo Indians, p. 129. 


