Mata Ortiz

INTRODUCTION.  The Southwest School of Art and Craft in San Antonio, Texas, offered a five day trip to Mata Ortiz 24-28 November 2004. Itinerary was to fly from San Antonio to El Paso and then drive to Neuvo Casas Grandes with trips to Mata Ortiz, Casas Grandes, the Museo de la Cultura Norte, petroglyphs in Arroyo de los Monos, Hacienda de San Diego, and the Mormon village of Colonia Juárez.  

      About 200km (150 miles) southwest of El Paso was the center of the Casas Grandes culture.  The people and the principle city were called Paquíme.  The ruins of Paquíme include an interior water system and a system of canals that provided water for a corn/bean/pepper agriculture.  Pyramids and ball courts were constructed.  Adobe structures, some two and three stories high, remain as maze of foundations and scattered walls.  The largest structure contained 50 or more rooms.

         Don Luis Terrazas was given a land grant in the 1890s for his part in the war against France.  Terrazas brought in cattle and built his herds to 250,000 plus horses and sheep and built 99 haciendas on his million acres.

     Pancho Villa grew up on Terrazas’ land.  Villa came to power as a bandit he raided the ranches killing personnel and cattle.  Villa was not caught and his raids eventually bankrupted Terrazas.

     In 1885 32 Mormon families, running from the U.S. marshals for their practice of polygamy, crossed into Mexico and settled near Mata Ortiz to the chagrin of Terrazas. They brought tools and livestock and began farming on land near Colonia Juarez.  They were joined by other Mormon families and dammed the rivers for water to irrigate peach and apple orchards.

     Lumber was harvested from the mountain slopes beginning in the 1880’s.  A small mill was running in 1890 in Pacheco.  Success of lumber and agriculture brought in the railroad sponsored by Porfirio Diaz.  A railroad tent camp was created in 1907 at the rail end.

     In 1909, F. S. Pearson from Canada and Enrique Creel, son-in-law of Terrazas, created the Sierra Madre and Pacific Railroad.  A sawmill cut the local timbers for railroad ties. The camp was called Pearson.  In May 1925, Pearson was renamed Juan Mata Ortiz after Juan Mata Ortiz who helped defeat the Apache, Victorio.  

     A young man named Juan Quezada developed current pottery making in the 1970s.  The original art and techniques of the Paquíme were reinvented and refined based on pottery shards Quezada found in the area.

     Light began creeping around the drapes a little after 6 am on Thanksgiving Day.  Official sunrise was about 6:45 am.  The lawn sparkled with frost with a temperature about 30°.  We left for the village of Casas Grandes to visit the archeological site of Paquíme. Groves of peaches, apples and pecans lined the highway.  We crossed the Rio Casas Grandes River lined cottonwood trees bright yellow from the snow and freezing weather of the previous week. 

     First stop was a shop on the corner across from the square famous for its rattlesnake and sotol pickled in what smelled like tequila.  A sip of this stuff was supposed to be good for rheumatism.  No one tried it.  We drove out to the Paquíme site.  The museum, Museo de la Cultura Norte, was half buried so as not to distract from the ruins.  Primary landscaping was with native cacti and shrubs.  I was surprised and a little disappointed to see two species of Eucalyptus planted on site.  These were the same two invasive alien species presenting a problem in California originally planted for use as railroad ties.  These trees were too soft and flammable soft and flammable for lumber and have become a nuisance.

.  The museum has a circular floor plan with numerous bilingual interpretive displays from archaic to contemporary.  There is a nice gift shop.  A walk through the ruins was informative.

     We left in time for lunch at a hacienda.  Turkey.  Spanish rice. Fruit tamales.  Refried beans.  Beer. Punch.  The main entrance to the hacienda was through a large gate called a zaguan.  This had been plastered over but had been cleaned up and an old gate found and installed.  

     Next morning first stop was an up scale shop that had really good pottery.  The unofficial pottery grades were collector, museum, high quality, commercial, and tourist.  

     Onwards to Mata Ortiz and its many potters.  Every time we stopped we drew additional potters out of thin air in the streets.  Many small homes also served as workshop and gallery.

     After lunch we went out to the Hacienda de San Diego.  Don Luis Terrazas was given a land grant in the 1890s for his part in the war against France.  Terrazas brought in cattle and built his herds to 250,000 plus horses and sheep.  He built 99 haciendas on his million plus acres.  This hacienda was built in 1904.  The caretakers are 5th generation on the land.  Pancho Villa grew up on Terrazas’ land.  When Villa came to power as a bandit he raided the ranches killing personnel and cattle and eventually bankrupted Terrazas.  The hacienda had walls pockmarked by bullets from Villa’s raids.  The rooms were large and airy with high ceilings where bats lived in their season.  There were many interesting architectural features like the hot water heating system from a boiler in the kitchen fireplace.  Many cut stone slabs show the marks stonecutters used to get paid.  Other structures on the site included the granary where the family hid during Villa’s raids, a building containing the offices and stables, and the barracks-like former housing for the workers.  

     On the way to Mata Ortiz we stopped at the pottery gallery of Felix Ortiz in an area called Barrio Porvenir.  These pots have mostly large geometric or animal scenes painted over the slip.  Outstanding pieces.

     Saturday we went to the other end of town and visited several more potters.  After lunch we visited Juan Quezada for a demonstration of pot making and firing.  The raw products were collected and ground to powder.  Minerals for coloring the pots include ores of iron (black), manganese (purple), and copper (green).  The powder was hydrated (soaked in water) for up to a couple years.

     The forming of a pot begins with mixing the clay with sand and volcanic ash to keep the pot from cracking.  The use of the rounded bottom also reduces cracking.  Forming the pot begins with putting prepared clay into a rounded mold called a “puka”.  A single thick “tortilla” of clay is attached and worked into a thin-walled pot.  Lip, neck, and decorations are added and the pot air-dried.  Slip is added and the pot decorated and polished before firing.  These pots were fired one at a time.  The pot is placed under a protective pot and covered with stacked fuel of manure or wood.  This was lighted to get a fire all around the pot.  When this burns down and the pot is moved out to cool.

     We were up early Sunday morning and on the road about 7:30 am. The morning sky began brilliant red and orange but clouded over before the sun appeared.  We drove north under an overcast sky.  A rainbow sprang up from the western horizon.  We passed dry farmed fields of dry land sorghum, cotton, red peppers, corn and cattle.  A flock of Lincoln sparrows crossed the road.  Roadside mesquites gave way to acacias and creosote bush.  The road went into the hills of the Potrillo Mountains with many of the crosses and memorials to crash victims.   

     We arrived in Palomas and crossed over to Columbus for the drive to El Paso and the airport.
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