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is edition of Homesteading on the Pajarito Plateau, 1887–1942, 
is dedicated to our colleague Dorothy Hoard.

Her unquenchable passion to discover, to understand, and to share 
what she learned has contributed to almost every page of this book. 

Dorothy Hoard, 1932–2014





“We have lived up to all the rules etc of the homestead law....Possibly if you 
knew some of the hard ships of a homesteader you would be more lenient.... 

ere is no justice or anything else in it, and I hope you will see it your self.”

Pajarito Plateau homesteader Mrs. R. G. McDougall 
to the U.S. Secretary of the Interior, 

December 29, 1913.



The Pajarito Plateau and its environs. In 1953, Edgar L. Hewitt explained how the plateau was named: “Some years ago, I proposed the name Pajarito Plateau for the eastern side of the watershed 
of the Jemez mountain range. (The larger term, Jemez Plateau, embraces both sides of the watershed.) It was generally accepted and was applied to the region lying east of the foothills, limited 
on the east by the Rio Grande, north by the Rio Chama, and south by the Canada de Cochiti. It varies from ten to twenty miles in width, is about forty miles long and roughly crescent-shaped. It is 
boldly de�ned on all sides.” — Edgar L. Hewitt, The Pajarito Plateau and its Ancient People. UNM Press; School of American Research; 1953; p. 7.  (Map: cARTography by Andrea Kron)
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Dedicated to the memory of those original homesteaders 
who took the risks, made the e	ort, met the challenges, and 

gave up their land “for the good of the nation.”
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is book has been written primarily for the descendants 
of the families who homesteaded the Pajarito Plateau in 
northern New Mexico beginning in the late 1880s. It is 
intended to serve as a record of a lifestyle now long gone 
that spanned just over half a century. During the ��y-�ve 
years between 1887—when the �rst o�cial application 
for a homestead on the plateau was made—and late 1942, 
when the United States government began the condemna-
tion process to acquire privately owned properties as part 
of the Manhattan Project’s secret Project Y, about thirty-
six individuals, mostly Hispanic farmers and ranchers, 
established homesteads and used the resources of the 
plateau to supplement a subsistence-based way of life.

Although the homesteaders were compensated �nancially 
for their land and the improvements they had made, they 
received less than an eighth of the total amount paid by 
the government to the major Anglo landowners on the 
plateau. 
e largest payments went to the Los Alamos 
Ranch School and the nearby Anchor Ranch. Decades 
a�er the government appropriated the land on the plateau 
for the war e	ort during World War II, the descendants 
and heirs of the displaced homesteader families took legal 
action to remedy the disparity. In 2004, the U.S. Congress 
approved the creation of a $10 million compensation fund 
to be divided among claimants who could prove kinship 
to the evicted homesteaders.1 As part of the settlement, 
the Department of Energy agreed to write, for the claim-
ants, a history of homesteading on the Pajarito Plateau.


is book is that history. 
e authors—Judith Machen, 
Ellen McGehee, and Dorothy Hoard—hope that readers 
will become as fascinated with the story of homesteading 
on the Pajarito Plateau as the writers did. It is a story 
relevant not only to the families of the homesteaders 
but to a much larger audience as well. Homesteading 
embodied some of the most deeply held values of our 

nation: individual independence; the right to own land 
and to enjoy the privileges that come with it; the belief 
that the land and the farmers who worked it were the basis 
of the nation’s wealth, prosperity, and virtues. 
omas 
Je	erson wrote to James Madison that “our govern-
ments will remain virtuous for many centuries as long 
as they are chie�y agricultural; and this will be as long 
as there shall be vacant lands in any part of America.”


e people who homesteaded those vacant lands can 
be considered heroes, although not in the commonly 
used sense of the world. 
ey lived their lives far from 
the spotlight—lives that were �lled with privations and 
hardships, with failures as well as successes. But surely 
their accomplishments, in the di�cult and challenging 
environment of the Pajarito Plateau, can be considered 
heroic. On an individual level, homesteaders supported 
themselves and their families by the sweat of their 
brow and the labor of their hands. On a national level, 
they helped push the American frontier westward 
by settling in remote areas, and they increased the 
value of raw land by cultivating and improving it.


e history of homesteading on the Pajarito Plateau, as 
particular as it is to its speci�c location, is nonetheless 
imbedded in our national history. It occurred not only 
in the apparent peaceful isolation of a rugged section 
of northern New Mexico but in the midst of turbulent 
national and international events as well. As remote as 
the Pajarito Plateau was from the centers of power and 
wealth, its inhabitants did not escape the e	ects of the 
coming of the railroads, the two world wars, the Depres-
sion, the rise of an industrial America, or the transition 
from subsistence to cash economies. 
e homesteaders’ 
response and adaptation to these events is as much an 
integral part of their story as is their response and adap-
tation to the harsh conditions on the Pajarito Plateau.
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e authors extend their grateful appreciation to the 
many people who unstintingly gave us the bene�ts of their 
knowledge and experience. Vicki Loucks of the Los Alamos 
Site O�ce and John Isaacson of Los Alamos National 
Laboratory o	ered welcome support and encouragement. Kari 
Garcia of LANL’s Environmental Stewardship Group helped 
with graphics and general support. Rebecca Collinsworth, 
archivist for the Los Alamos Historical Society, was invariably 
gracious and helpful in answering our numerous requests 
for information or photographs. 
e e	orts of volunteers 
Paul and Linda McClendon, who painstakingly digitized 
homestead records on �le at the U.S. Forest Service o�ce 
in Santa Fe, contributed immeasurably to our research 
e	orts. We thank Chris Chavez of the U.S. Forest Service for 
initiating the digitization project, rescuing the documents 
from destruction, and furnishing us with the �les. Andi 
Kron, superb cartographer, produced our frontispiece map. 
We also would like to thank our LANL editor, Caroline 
Spaeth, our designer, Jim Cruz, and our compositor, Teresa 
Hiteman, for the superb job they did under tight deadlines to 
turn our research into the �rst book to be published speci�c 
to the history of homesteading on the Pajarito Plateau.

Joe Gutiérrez of the Pajarito Plateau Homesteaders 
Association, another fellow historical researcher, has been 
supportive and helpful along the way. Sharon Snyder, 
writer and history detective, unearthed details about the 
Smithwicks of Anchor Ranch and searched federal censuses 
and genealogy �les for us. Larry Campbell connected us with 
descendants of the Romero family and cheered our e	orts on. 
One of those descendants, Severo Gonzales, has been tireless 
in sharing his experiences of growing up on the plateau 
before 1942. Georgia Strickfaden contributed information 

accumulated from a lifetime of exploring local canyons 
and mesas by horseback. Janie O’Rourke, inveterate tracer 
of old telephone lines on the plateau, advised on historic 
Forest Service activities. Francisco Guillermo (Willie) 
Atencio’s interviews of descendants of homesteaders 
provided valuable reminiscences, and he and Robert T. 
Naranjo of Santa Clara Pueblo were expert sources on 
Hispanic and Native American agricultural practices. 
Elmer Torres queried residents of San Ildefonso Pueblo 
and helped pinpoint the early crossing of the Rio Grande 
at San Ildefonso, while Gary Cascio of the Southwest Ferry 
Project shared the results of his and Bryan Brown’s research 
con�rming the existence of a historic U.S. Army ferry there.

Last but certainly not least, Judith Machen would like 
to acknowledge the contributions and support of her 
coauthors, Ellen McGehee and Dorothy Hoard. As the 
References section testi�es, the previous research done 
on the archaeology, history, trails, and roads of the 
Pajarito Plateau by these two respected researchers is the 
foundation of this book. During the writing and compiling 
process, they were constantly at hand, answering questions, 
solving problems, and delving ever deeper into the history 
of homesteading on the Pajarito Plateau. Additionally, it 
was Dorothy Hoard who mapped the homesteaders’ tracts, 
traced land-ownership changes, and pored over surveyors’ 
notes and BLM tract records, while Ellen McGehee 
shepherded this book through the publication process. 

e questions never end, as Dorothy Hoard has o�en 
commented, but the search to �nd answers in the company 
of these two authors has provided endless pleasure.
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