Summary:
This collection contains works of fiction, nonfiction, poetry, and memoir relating to the
borderlands of the American Southwest. It is both cerebral (historical works of scholarly
inquiry), as well as evocative (reflecting deeply personal experience). The collection has
grown organically over a number of years as an attempt to better understand the complex
interplay of human and natural history in a tangled web of meaning, contrast, and
struggle that defines existence on the marginal fringe--the borderlands of modern
America.
Borderlands —A Manifesto of Overlap
Paul Schwennesen

One of the more dramatic recollections from my childhood was lurching over
rutted roads with my father to fight a wildfire in Apache Pass near our ranch home in Dos
Cabezas, Arizona. In the jovial, neighborly conversation following the “fight,” I recall
the old-timers discussing the history of the Butterfield Stage route that ran through the
smoking pasture in front of us, and more veiled allusions to Spanish explorers even
earlier. Someone had once found a heavily rusted Castilian horseshoe buried in the tall
grass. As a nine-year old, I listened spellbound. I didn’t know it then, but quenching that
grassfire simultaneously ignited an intellectual passion to deeply understand the history
of the land I love intimately—the complicated borderlands I call home. I recall the shock
upon learning that Fronteras, the name of the Mexican village where we bought tortillas,
was not (as I had assumed) an allusion to the U.S./Mexico border, but was so named long
before there was a border—indeed long before there was a United States. This “border”
land is indeed what the Spanish termed it—a mystery.

I began this collection in order to understand its history, in order to makes sense
of the apparent inconsistencies and contrasts of human and natural landscapes that are

both starkly beautiful and dangerously fraught. My family raises cattle in mountainous

rangeland near the Arizona-New Mexico-Mexico border -- three artificial lines in an



emphatically real landscape. It’s “border country” in more ways than one; our ranch lies
in the interstitial between low desert and subalpine forest—in the margin between vastly
different biomes. We are on the Mogollon Rim of the Colorado Plateau, where grass and
junipers, wolves and men, struggle for dominance. It is, in the glossy rhetoric of Arizona
Highways, “America’s Last Primitive Area.” ‘Primitive’ is a revealing choice of words:
technically a federal designation, it is also (and mainly) an aesthetic distinction, a
distinction made by people from densely urban areas about places dramatically unlike
their own. There is nothing inherently ‘primitive’ about the geology, ecology, or
anthropology of our home, merely a distinctly “untrammeled” feel about the place;
modern development and teeming throngs seem very, very far away. Politically,
culturally, and ecologically, our region is difficult to categorize. This reality, and the
tensions it creates is what this collection attempts to address.

The works annotated here have helped me to understand the unique tides and
flows of human history as it has washed, like ancient seas, over the region I call home.
Being of a scientific-humanist bent, I began the collection as a child, poring over
Archaeology Southwest journals and historical tracts about the human element in this
landscape. A thousand years ago, what is now our ranch was centered upon a great trade
route that flourished between the cultural centers of Mesoamerica far to the south and the
Pueblos far to the north. Tropical parrot feathers and chocolate residue have been found
nearly to Colorado, and we have found beautifully worked seashells in pastures 500 miles
from the nearest ocean. Obsidian, which contains a precise mineralogical signature and
can therefore be exactly traced, was mined here and traded to Kayenta-speaking southern
enclaves far to our southwest. The Aztecs themselves perhaps passed through here in

1064 on their epic journey south from a drought-stricken Aztlan to Mexico. There they



conquered and subjugated native peoples before being conquered and subjugated in turn
by Hernan Cortés in 1521. Dominion in the borderlands is merely, and always,
provisional. After this dive into the paleo-history of the borderlands, I next began
enthusiastically collecting the first documented accounts of this region—accounts from
16™ century Spanish entradas.

The first Old World inhabitant to set eyes on this borderlands landscape was,
remarkably enough, a black man. Esteban the Moor was a member of the almost
mythically star-crossed, shipwrecked quartet of Spaniards that first sighted permanent
houses south of here in 1536. Esteban and his fellow travelers had survived an epic,
eight-year journey from Florida to Mexico, and they began their final leg homeward after
approaching the modern Mexico/Arizona border. The account of Alvar Nuiiez Cabeza de
Vaca has been a centerpiece of the Spanish portion of my collection, and has generated
more questions than it has answered, deepening my curiosity and (of course) requiring
ever more books in an ever-growing collection...

Fray Marcos de Niza, the “barefoot friar,” who accompanied Esteban and acted as
a reconnaissance patrol for the Coronado expedition (which forms a significant portion of
my collection), embodies many of the contradictions inherent in the Spanish conquista.
While it is current to assume a simple and ruthless exploitation of land and souls, the
truth is more complicated. The King’s surrogate, Viceroy Mendoza, was concerned
about elements of Spanish behavior and therefore ordered his expeditionary monk to:

Tell the Indians that I send you in the name of His Majesty, to see that

they are treated well. And say that he grieves because of the wrongs they

have suffered. Anyone who does evil to them will be punished. Assure

them they will no longer be made slaves or removed from their lands, but

will be free, and that they should put aside any fears and recognize God,

Our Lord, who is in heaven, and the King, who is placed on earth by God
to govern it...!



This was not merely cynical lip-service: a great many explorers were in fact tried
and punished for abuses against natives in the courts of the Spanish empire, starting with
Columbus and notably including both Cortés and Coronado. Coronado’s armed
Spaniards were entering an uncharted wilderness of deserts and mountains; a land more
unknown to them than Mars is to us today. They passed just east of what is now our
eastern ranch boundary, close enough for any witness to hear and smell the thousands of
sheep, cattle, and horses he brought along. These were the first domestic livestock to
graze this region, beginning a tradition that remains a cornerstone of the history of the
American West. Coronado went on to fight the townsfolk who had slain Esteban at Zuni;
flattened lead arquebus balls have been excavated from the base of the stone walls at
Cibola (Hawikku), evidence of overwhelming firepower in an epic and convoluted
collision of cultures.

This cultural element represents another stage in my collection’s development. In
trying to understand the indigenous background to Spanish colonialism, I’ve added a
considerable canon of ethnohistorical literature. I’ve held the red, white and blue
“faceted chevron” trade beads recovered from Coronado’s centuries-old campsites, beads
intended to be traded to the native inhabitants of this region. I have traveled to the
glassworks of the Island of Murano in Venice, Italy where they were originally made and
shockingly found that the same bead design is being made to this day. Such is evidence
that in this rugged land, the boundary between ancient and modern can be disarmingly
thin.

James Ohio Pattie, native of Missouri, came west trapping for beaver pelts in
1826. He was the first Anglo-American to describe (in awed detail) the land we now

occupy. Not far from our headquarters, Pattie attacked a bear in its cave in a foolish



display of bravado. The encounter left Pattie shaken, but ten gallons of bear oil soothed
his nerves and (later) saved his expedition from starvation. At “Battle Hill,” on our lower
irrigated pastures, an armed exchange with the Aravaipa Apache led to almost complete
ruin: not only were the party’s horses stolen, but the carefully cached trove of 200 beaver
pelts (a year’s effort and perhaps 10 years’ salary) was plundered. Upon their return to
Santa Fe after partially rebuilding their trapping collection, the Spanish governor
summarily confiscated it for lack of a permit, leaving the party in abject poverty. The
Patties had discovered the overweening power of artificial borders.

Kit Carson came through here. Returning from California with Ewing Young in
1829, he encountered the same band of Apaches on our ranch, and recovered 200 stolen
horses that had been raided from Mexican settlements to the south. It is an indication of
the era’s travel conditions that Carson’s men promptly ate ten of them, kept a choice
handful, and turned the rest loose, being unable to manage such a herd on their trek to
Santa Fe. This land giveth and it taketh away.

Aldo Leopold once roamed here. Scientist, hunter, forester, farmer and
conservationist, famed for his now classic “A Sand County Almanac,” he has entered the
pantheon of environmental literature as the poet laureate of ecology, the prophet of
Wilderness as state policy. He was not yet twenty-three when he first set foot in this
country in 1909; his employer, the United States Forest Service, was itself barely five
years old. The mesas and valleys were still fresh with the tracks of Geronimo, the
legendary Apache leader who was born in the great broken caldera where the Gila River
begins. That region now bears not Geronimo’s name, but Leopold’s. Aldo arrived here

the year Geronimo died.



Aldo Leopold’s work represents another phase in my ongoing collection about
this region. He is a complex character in this story: a determined advocate for
conservation, he singlehandedly led the United States Congress to designate in 1924 what
is now more than half a million acres of “untrammeled” landscape; America’s first
“Wilderness.” Yet he lived out his last and happiest days, however, on a private farm in
Wisconsin. A proponent of wildfire suppression in the West, he died while putting out a
wildfire on his neighbor’s land—the last pages of his last notebook are charred. Leopold
was a complex man who defies modern typecasting: a naturalist who loved to shoot
animals and a technocrat who loved poetry. His legacy, and the legacy of the Progressive
experiment, is a complicated one, a legacy that heavily influences the land upon which
we work.

This nexus between politics and environmental history is where my collection
proceeds next. The environmental history of Elinor Melville (4 Plague of Sheep) help
me to understand the impacts of domestic livestock introduction while Daniel Botkin’s
work (The Moon in the Nautilus Shell) helps form a new consciousness about landscape
alteration and dynamic ecology.

In short, this collection describes a personal and historiographical trajectory--an
attempt to weave new revelations from multiple viewpoints into a comprehensive whole.
With any luck, this collection can help make some sense of a kaleidoscope of competing

factors that make the borderlands what they are today.
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The Borderline

If you listen closely,
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But they are there.
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