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reverence was often tinged not only with wonder and pride, but also a sense of 

Progressive-Era responsibility and even a note of “imperialist nostalgia.” The modern 

newcomers—colonizers who had brought industry, science, and multitudes of orderly 

monocultures of commercial apple varieties to the region—memorialized the trees as 

they poignantly gazed back at the very landscape and people that their colonial presence 

had transformed. The poignancy often came with a decidedly triumphant note. 

Commemorations celebrated not only the tenacity of the ancient trees to withstand 

environmental stress and neglect, but also the scientific civilization that had come to 

appreciate and save the trees. This keenly paternalistic imperialist nostalgia, ripe with 

Progressive Era faith in modernity, celebrated the age, perseverance, and inevitable 

passing of these trees, and, by extension, the non-modern cultures and people of New 

Mexico. 

The concerted effort to take care of and preserve these living monuments began in 

the early twentieth century, just as the Progressive Era tide of social reform swept across 

the nation. In 1905, a local development association threw “a working picnic,” asking 

volunteers to come “with their sardines and crackers,” camp out, and help “get the work 

of caring for and protecting the trees started.” The picnic was successful enough to 

become an annual event, and three years later drew over five hundred people to the 

orchard.81  Five years later, in 1912, state horticulturalist Fabián García set out, amid a 

modest amount of media coverage, to take scions from the ancient trees to determine its 

origins once and for all, and to try to graft the trees to new rootstock and thereby preserve 
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the potentially rare and important genetic stock of the trees.82 Once again, however, the 

trees seemed beyond scientific categorization, and García’s efforts yielded no 

conclusions. It was not until 1936 that the newly developed technique of tree-ring 

analysis abruptly shattered New Mexico’s pomological origin story with the news that the 

trees were likely only planted around 1800.  

The old trees were used to promote both tourism in New Mexico and the 

burgeoning apple industry. Early tourism guides often included the orchards as a 

destination. In 1907, New Mexico’s former governor and foremost apple enthusiast, L. 

Bradford Prince, now president of the newly formed Apple Congress, urged the 

organization to use an image of the old trees in its official seal. It is deeply ironic that he 

would choose the old “unimproved” Spanish variety to promote an apple industry that 

was rapidly reducing apple variety diversity, especially of the seedling type growing in 

Manzano. But the symbol perfectly promoted New Mexico as a place with deep roots that 

were at once exotic (planted by the Spanish) and familiar (a European fruit with biblical 

roots and status as the most American of fruits). Prince even went as far as to declare, 

tongue-in-cheek, at the beginning of his address to the Apple Congress in 1911, that the 

apples in fact predated the Spanish altogether. They were none other than living remnants 

of the Garden of Eden. 

Such an outlandish declaration led to an even more outlandish stunt at the 

American Apple Exposition in Denver in 1911. The exposition generously offered a 

                                                           
82 “Will Graft Old Apple Tree Scions,” Rio Grande (Las Cruces, N.Mex.) Republican, 30 January 1912, 4. 

Silver City also had a “300 year old” apple tree it celebrated. “The old apple trees supposed to 

be 300 years old planted by seeds brought by priests with Pizarros Expeditiion to 

the North“ near Silver City, New Mexico,” Palace of the Governors Photo Archives, New Mexico History 

Museum, Santa Fe, NMDC, http://econtent.unm.edu/cdm/singleitem/collection/acpa/id/5473/rec/104. 



51 
 

displayed crops, apples were by far most prominently displayed. The display of abundant, 

unblemished, familiar apples served to promote the modern and Anglo side of the 

territory, and ease easterners’ racial anxieties.  

Apples were a quintessentially American fruit in a nation that considered fruit-

growing to be a particularly “pleasurable and interesting pursuit,” where a man of modest 

means could pursue wealth healthfully and virtuously. “Fruit-growing has always 

attracted city people,” two industry analysts reported in 1921, “and in specialized fruit 

regions to-day are many who, after retirement from business, sought fruit-growing as a 

healthful vocation and yet one which might be expected to offer fair returns on 

investment.”91 Boosters ascribed a “certain biblical respectability” and “bourgeois 

enlightenment” to fruit culture throughout the West. Fruit-growing shaped the California 

Dream, historian Kevin Starr has argued, by encouraging, above all else, a “rural civility” 

in the West.92 The early apple districts of New Mexico show how the image of a healthy 

and harmonious pastoral workscape spread throughout the desert and mountain west.  

Such images touted the healthy climate and the horticultural potential of the region. No 

boosters’ promotional vision of a western irrigated Eden was complete without dangling 

fruit. 

The dangling fruit for the boosters, of course, was the horticultural settler himself. 

New Mexico apple districts, like their fruit-growing counterparts in California and 

throughout the West, sought white emigrants from the eastern US and Europe to form 
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model communities that competed in national markets with cutting edge scientific 

agriculture.93 Jared Farmer’s description of the ideal late nineteenth-century irrigation 

colony shareholder in California holds true for New Mexico apple districts, as well. This 

financially independent “agrarian entrepreneur grew luxury crops for profit using the 

latest technologies and scientific methods,” Farmer writes, and “did not like to be called a 

farmer [but rather] grower or horticulturalist or, better yet, rancher.” A letter from a M. 

E. Dane in the Vermejo Valley to Governor Prince in 1889 echoed this ideal and went a 

step further, assuring territorial boosters that New Mexico was in fact a superior 

destination to California for potential settlers. “There are lots of people coming into this 

valley from the East [...] most of them are people with means [...] I am very anxious to 

have them invest and improve here,” Dane writes, “We have the productions here to 

make this superior to California [in] climate, fruits, alfalfa, grains, vegetables, and all 

kinds of stock.”94 Throughout the west, boosters, politicians, and land developers, who 

had themselves invested fortunes in irrigation works and rail systems, considered such 

fruit growers as value added to their investments. Such settlers—white, hard-working, 

and even bourgeois—were “the right kind of people” who would start farms and 

businesses, raise families, and attract others like them.95  

The ideal, however, proved elusive. Percy Hagerman, reflecting in 1934 on his 

father’s investments in the Pecos Valley in the last decade of the nineteenth century, 
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declared in exasperation that “Every other thing that has been tried down here, with the 

one exception of apple growing in Roswell has proven a failure. I have made up my mind 

that this country has got to go back to stock raising and depend on that for whatever 

prosperity it has. That means that it will never be a decent country to live in; no cattle 

country never is. All the expensive efforts that have been forth to make this a white 

man’s country have been futile and always will be.”96 Hagerman’s lament reveals not 

only the explicit effort to transform the Pecos valley’s racial and cultural landscape 

through transforming the agricultural landscape, but also the limits of those efforts. 

Roswell failed to become a wholly “white man’s country” despite the success of apples.  

In the decades surrounding the turn of the twentieth century, the apple—the “great 

American fruit” that at once symbolized interconnected Anglo American ideals of 

modern science and industry, Jeffersonian virtue, and racial and cultural superiority—

both transformed the physical and cultural landscape of the territory and was itself 

transformed. It enticed white settlers to New Mexico with dreams of industrial apples in a 

horticultural Eden. Settlers arrived, however, to a harsh climate, where moths had their 

own visions of paradise, and where the deep-rooted culture and history of the place 

forced them to adjust their vision.  Percy Hagerman’s lament of a Pecos Valley that had 

failed to become a “white man’s country” hardly resembled Elizabeth Garrett’s 

celebration of “fiery hearted Montezumas” amid the “scent of apple blossoms.” Garrett’s 

song, full of the type of condescending imperialist nostalgia that sentimental journalists 

continued to assign to the Manzano orchard’s “marvelous stand against time,” 
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nonetheless indicated a mixing of the local non-Anglo and non-modern context of her 

horticultural paradise. 

 

A Bright Future 

 

The history of early commercial apples in New Mexico shows us how paying 

attention to the particularities of crops helps us understand humans’ history. It matters 

that the apple arrived, not just “industrial agriculture,” to late nineteenth-century New 

Mexico. The physical requirements and cultural meanings of the apple shaped the 

cultural and environmental landscape of the place. The apple enticed white settlers with 

specific notions of Anglo national identity; Jeffersonian virtue, morality, and health; and 

the promise of a lucrative export that other crops such as alfalfa—which in reality 

brought in more revenue—could not. It also brought a virulent pest that required 

neighborly cooperation that led to coercive laws and cultural critiques that left little room 

for alternative approaches to horticulture. In short, the modern apple ushered a degree of 

cultural change far beyond what a simple glance at census data would suggest.  

For many, the apple represented hope for a more Anglo, more modern, and 

industrialized New Mexico. “As the territory becomes more thickly settled, fruit growing 

is going to develop faster, and with the influx of settlers into New Mexico this industry 

awaits a bright future,” Fabián García wrote in 1905.97 The territory’s elite researchers, 

growers, and politicians thus gave the apple a starring role in New Mexico’s broader 

history of immigration and emigration, modernity, and nation-building in the decades 
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surrounding the turn of the century. The apple, due to its physical and cultural 

characteristics, was simply the easiest way for land developers to transform raw 

resources—sun, water, and soil—into exportable wealth. Irrigation projects would have 

been useless to early developers if there were not an enticing crop the water could grow; 

railroads less profitable without a constant, shippable product. The apple made the dream 

of prosperous horticultural irrigation districts possible.  

By the 1920s, however, the dream was beginning to lose its luster in southern 

New Mexico, where orchards were being transitioned to cotton fields in large numbers. 

Farmington became the epicenter of the land of the big red apple, but even there, as the 

following chapter demonstrates, the industry could not compete against ever-growing 

competition from apple growers elsewhere and the growing oil industry at home. Two 

decades after García proclaimed a “bright future” for apples, he offered a more nuanced 

take on the future of the New Mexico fruit industry. “I am inclined to believe that the old 

idea of planting large plantations is a thing of the past in this country,” García wrote in 

1922, “as it takes too much time and money to manage them. I feel that the future fruit 

business in New Mexico will develop along small, but more numerous, plantations, so 

that the individual growers can take care of them, instead of having to hire everything 

done as has often been the case in past years.”98 García’s statement, as the following 

chapter will explain, proved prescient. As New Mexico’s apple industry moved north, it 

also moved away from the predominately Anglo irrigation districts at opposite corners of 

the state and toward the Hispano homeland of northern New Mexico, 99 where growers 
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brick-and-mortar services, but rather Stahmann’s development of a pension plan for 

workers beginning in 1945. “In 1945, whoever would have thought of a hired hand doing 

menial laborer type work of chopping cotton being involved in something like that 

[pension program]?” later recalled former farm manager Luis Sánchez. “It was unheard 

of. [In] organized labor, perhaps. But in a farming operation…it just wasn’t done.” 

Indeed, it wasn’t; it in fact came thirty-four yearsbefore United Farm Workers developed 

the Juan De La Cruz pension plan, which is often incorrectly labeled the “first and only 

functioning pension program for farm workers in the United States.”257 Under the plan, 

workers initially agreed to contribute to a retirement fund that would provide workers 

over 65 with $45/month. This plan then developed into a system where workers invested 

in the farm with any amount they could afford, and received their payments back plus 

interest, which increased to ten percent after four years and up to thirty percent after 

several more years, whenever they decided to leave. A few years later, Stahmann 

developed a cash bonus system based on the farm’s yearly profits. To workers like Luis 

Sánchez, such a system represented a forward-thinking approach to labor. “Deane 

Stahmann… [was] extremely ahead of his times,” explained Sánchez, “He was a man 

who saw a pension plan in 1945. That’s very futuristic. For back in those days. Even 

today.”258  

Stahmann’s workplace incentives constituted an innovative, far-sighted, and 

progressive approach to agricultural employment that led many workers to describe their 

experiences on the farm in a positive light. Yet the paternalistic model nonetheless 

remained at its core non-egalitarian, with a racialized hierarchy that left workers at times 
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suspicious, resistant, and even defiant. Despite a workforce that was nearly entirely 

Mexican or Mexican American, non-Hispanic white men comprised the farm’s “upper 

management.”259 On the management hierarchy directly below Deane Stahmman—

himself a blond-haired man with northern European ancestry—and his family, were four 

non-Hispanic white men who served as overall farm supervisors to the largely Mexican 

workforce of managers and workers. In addition, non-Hispanic white men also occupied 

other key roles on the farm, such as commissary manager and payroll manager. Suspicion 

among farmworkers of upper management was exacerbated by a lack of financial 

transparency at times. For example, workers received certain benefits only if they left 

“under honorable conditions,” which were determined by the controller. As one worker 

explained, “it was hard to know exactly what was taking place because John Chandley 

was the controller and he handled all this…. If John Chandley didn’t think it was a good 

idea, it wouldn’t be done.”260  

Stahmann’s paternalism ultimately derived not from charity but pragmatism; he 

strove to control his workforce with the same attention toward efficiency that he treated 

his cropped fields. The workers, however, found ways to negotiate the terms, mold their 

town to their liking, and at times offer subtle resistance to some of the farm’s most 

controlling features. A significant degree of this agency came from workers’ strong sense 

of community. The Stahmann community, as other historians have noted, became not just 

a company town but also an ethnic community. Nearly all the workers were Mexican or 

Mexican American, speaking Spanish exclusively, and ties to communities in Mexico 
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were strong. Workers described feeling at certain times like “we were living like we were 

living in a small town in Mexico.”261 A closer look at the diet and fiestas of farmworkers 

helps illustrate the significance of this shared sense of community and how the cultural 

negotiations and subtle threads of resistance wove through the borderlands farm.  

 

Food, Fiestas, and the Transnational Threads 

The Stahmann Farms’ commissary, far from the stereotypical predatory 

“company store” of Ernie Ford fame, provided staple food and goods with little mark-up 

and offered a lenient “revolving credit deal” to workers. “This was not a boutique,” 

recalls Sánchez of the store, but it provided rice, beans, chile, and corn—essential fuels 

for a hard-working labor force. Though useful, not all workers were satisfied with a diet 

consisting of only commissary goods. While scant sources exist, a few oral histories 

suggest that workers augmented their diets in ways that subtly defied the farm’s efforts at 

controlling its cultural landscape. Whether to avoid the commissary on the larger cotton 

farms or simply to augment their diet with foods their paychecks alone could not afford, 

farmworkers brought nutrition into their lives through procuring their own food in the 

wild and in their gardens. One of the best sources comes from Consuelo Márquez, a 

Stahmann employee and daughter of a farmworker, who offers a small glimpse into the 

diets, and dietary changes, mid-century New Mexico farmworkers experienced. The 

dietary portrait she paints begins, surprisingly, over two thousand miles away in the 

Sargasso Sea. 
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Even by the midpoint of the twentieth century, the American Eel could still go 

west, as it had for millennia, to grow up with the country. Born in the Sargasso Sea two 

hundred miles off the Atlantic Coast, American eels begin their lives traveling through 

the ocean to freshwater inlets where they swim upstream in search of food. From the 

rivers of Maine to the Rio Grande, the American Eel was endemic throughout the United 

States east of the Continental Divide. The construction of Elephant Butte Dam in 1916, 

however, ended the historic migration of eels to the northern reaches of the Rio Grande in 

New Mexico and Colorado; and the construction of Avalon Dam in 1954 and later the 

Amistad Dam in 1970 downstream in Texas signaled the end the eel in the far western 

waters of the Atlantic watershed. Except for a few older adults, who could live fifty 

years, few eels were spotted in New Mexico in the sixties and seventies and none 

thereafter. The American Eel, a longtime western migrant and resident, became a victim 

of dams built for irrigation, flood control, and power.  

The end of one migration coincided with the birth of others. As Elephant Butte 

dam shut off the eel’s access to its traditional waters further north, farmers “reclaimed” 

former desert into 86,000 new acres of agricultural land. As noted earlier, the favored 

crop, nearly from the get-go, was the highly lucrative but labor-intensive cotton plant. 

With rich soil and abundant sun, frost-free days, and water, all the growers needed were 

laborers. Initially they looked south to Mexico, then to the east as dust-bowl migrants 

poured across the state en-route to California, then briefly to Italian and German POWs 

during the second World War, and finally back south as the US instigated a guest worker 

program for Mexican braceros from 1945 to 1964. Briefly, the divergent paths of the 

vanishing eels and the agricultural migrants met. When farmworkers caught and ate the 



135 
 

American Eel, the world experienced the irony of one migrant of industrial agriculture 

gaining sustenance from the last generations of another migrant doomed, not by 

farmworkers’ hands, but by the same industrial forces that compelled the farmers to seek 

workers from elsewhere. 

Originally from Chihuahua, Consuelo Márquez’s parents lived in Arizona before 

settling in the Mesilla Valley in the years following the construction of Elephant Butte 

Dam. When her father first arrived in New Mexico, orchards and vegetable farms still 

predominated, and he managed to work on farms in exchange for the right to grow and 

sell food from a small plot on the farm. Márquez explained how, in addition to the food 

her father grew and raised, their family ate many wild foods. “My father...put it in his 

feet... [and] put a string in his way,” Márquez explained about the river turtles (ecotejas, 

as she called them) her father would catch. “When [the turtle] came out with his neck to 

see who was there, my daddy caught the neck.” Her father then roasted the turtle in the 

oven, shell and all, and scooped out the flesh for his family. It had “good meat,” Márquez 

remembered, “a little sweet and a little vinegar.” Her father also caught and roasted 

mesquite worms that burrowed by the roots. “They had beautiful meat, too,” Márquez 

remembers. Her father dug “wild potatoes” that were “very tasty.” “And fish,” Márquez 

remembered, “all the time.” She remembers making fish stews, often with the fish heads 

to increase flavor. When her father caught elvers, or anguias, their name for the eels, he 

roasted them in the oven and cut them into small chunks. Those who fished for eels, 

Márquez explains, benefitted from the irrigation needs of agriculture. “Every time they 

stop the water from the rivers, they’re are those eels.” Trapping the eels via dam meant a 

brief short-term gain for anglers and, of course, the long term doom of the eels. “So you 
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see how people lived long ago,” Márquez concluded with an emphasis on the healthiness 

of the food: “[the food] was clean of everything.”262  

The meals of Márquez’s childhood reveal a rich cultural diversity within farm 

fields in 1920s southern New Mexico and an intimate knowledge of the landscape. Foods 

such as American eels, mesquite worms, turtles, and wild potatoes—hardly traditional 

mainstays of the dominant cultures of the region—reveal an importation of food 

knowledge that derives from diverse cultural backgrounds. Traditionally, mesquite 

worms, for example, are a delicacy from the Huasteca region of Mexico and are little 

known beyond that region; whereas the tradition of elvers is more firmly a European one, 

with deep roots in places such as Basque Country. The Márquez family diet reveals how 

a new place-based diet developed that was influenced by diverse cultural traditions yet 

wholly unique to the local landscape.  

The meals also reveal an ability to carve out independence amid the 

industrializing landscape of southern New Mexico that, over the course of Márquez’s 

early childhood and early adulthood, changed with the widespread adoption of cotton. As 

Márquez raised her own family at Stahmann Farms, she lived more firmly in the wage 

economy of industry and less in the barter economy her father had raised her in. She 

found that Stahmann discouraged workers to procure their food independently; workers 

could not raise livestock larger than chickens and, except for victory gardens during 

WWII, did not have access to garden space. Occasionally, one of the farm’s supervisors 

raised a dairy cow, and would offer workers milk for a “nickel a quart.”263 Otherwise, the 

farm provided food only through the commissary. “Stahmann Farms gave us a loan and 
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we couldn’t buy anything [not from] his store,” Consuelo Márquez explained. “We had to 

[buy at] the commissary. [Stahmann] didn’t like for us to go outside of his town and get 

what we wanted... He got mad with us.”  

Despite such discouragement, Márquez explains that workers nonetheless 

managed ways to procure their own food and shared knowledge that allowed them to 

circumnavigate the commissary. “When I was living at Stahmann farms, the people that 

came with Stahmann from Mexico...taught me many things...so we really didn’t need 

many stores," Márquez explained. “We could live by the land. 

Everything.”264  Márquez’s account reveals a thread of resistance to the controlled 

landscape of the farm. These acts of resistance, even as subtle as pooling community 

knowledge to “live by the land,” reveal how the industrial farm contained critical spaces 

of non-industrial agriculture. In this case, the food that literally fueled the farmworkers—

themselves essential fuel for the industrial project—derived from local, uncontrolled 

spaces rooted in non-industrial traditions.  

While diet represented a daily form of cultural negotiation, agricultural fiestas 

marked the calendar with days that provided workers space to celebrate their work and 

lives in ways largely independent of Stahmann’s project. At Stahmann Farms in the mid-

twentieth century, worker celebrations of San Isidro, as well as the annual harvest fiesta, 

Christmas, and Mexican and US Independence day, exposed the cultural bounds of 

Stahmann’s paternalistic efforts at workforce control and the subtle merging of non-

industrial traditions into the life of the industrial farm.  
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The largest festival days were for San Ysidro (May 15), the Harvest fiesta, and 

Christmas. The celebrations of San Isidro, the patron saint of farmworkers who 

represented an alternative work ethos and agricultural ideal to the mythic yeoman of 

Anglo American traditions, illustrate how farmworkers celebrated their work on their 

own terms. A priest came for San Ysidro, and festivals in the early years of the farm 

centered around the dance of the matachines. The matachines dances were often “strictly 

a dance,” facilitated by the colonia’s mayordomos and performed by a group dressed in 

costumes that traveled to each colonia. The dancers were all farm laborers, asking for a 

good crop, and a “good time.” “It wasn’t really a fiesta like we have now,” Sánchez 

recalled, “There wasn’t a meeting of all these people eating food and everything else. 

They called them matachines…. It was an event that was as much Catholic as it might 

have been Native American…. A festival in the form of a dance, much like they do in 

Tortugas. But this was asking for a good crop.”265 Though early fiestas featured mostly 

matachines, later fiestas became more involved with food and invited guests, and 

expanded to include celebrations for the sixteenth of September (Mexican Independence 

Day) and the fourth of July.266 Farmworkers recall occasional visits during fiestas from 

movie stars from Juárez.  

 The festivals grew out of farmworker culture but nonetheless required Stahmann’s 

involvement. Stahmann often “organized” them, sometimes hosted them, and always 

tried to dictate the terms. “Mr. Stahmann didn’t like parties at his farm,” one former 

farmworker recalled, “When he made some type of party, he would make it for us, but he 
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didn’t like for us to make some for ourselves. He had everything in his store except beer 

or any other type of liquor.”267 Luis Sánchez explained further. “The parties that Mr. 

Stahmann would allow on the premises were not parties that would be rowdy. Not parties 

that would be extra loud. Not parties that were involving and possibly creating problems 

because we all had to work together.”268 To Sánchez, Stahmann “allowed” the fiestas not 

because he “liked parties,” but because the celebrations were effectively a right of the 

worker. “[Stahmann] let those people exercise their rights or their desires to do so in this 

very small way,” Sánchez explains, “And it was a small way. It wasn’t big. It wasn’t 

what they call fandango, which we call in Mexican, a big to-do… It was just something 

that was tradition.”269  

 

The Contingent Ideal 

   

By the mid-sixties, despite the general post-war national trend away from 

diversification, Stahmann’s vertically integrated, closed-loop system of diversified 

farming remained efficient and profitable. As the farm continued to use chickens to 

fertilize and geese to weed the cotton between the pecan trees, it had grown into the 

state’s largest chicken farm, and the world’s largest goose farm and pecan producer. The 

pecan grove yielded up to eight million pounds of nuts a year; yearly cotton production, 

though diminished, averaged five hundred acres; and the farm’s breeding efforts had 

expanded to Peru and Ecuador. Nearly five hundred employees continued to live 
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permanently at the farm, and each year several workers cashed out comfortable pensions. 

All the while, the farm had become a “target of nationwide interest in its unusual 

diversified agriculture,” and had begun to attract over a thousand visitors annually for 

those who, as one newspaper put it, wanted to witness “one of the prime examples of 

successful diversified farming in the country.”270  Yet change was in the air.  

The sixties marked a turbulent moment for both nation and farm in the former 

Santo Tomás land grant. Building on his father’s outspoken contempt for leftist politics, 

Deane Stahmann’s son, Deane Jr., vowed to leave the country if Lyndon B. Johnson 

became president. When the moment came, he moved to New South Wales, Australia, to 

build a pecan empire down under; Stahmann Farms spanned two hemispheres. 

Meanwhile, life was changing on the New Mexican farm as the pecan trees began to 

reach full maturity and Deane Stahmann’s health began to fail. He died in 1970, and 

shortly thereafter and a new generation of managers sought to cease cotton production, 

phase out the seed-breeding and nursery business, and sell the poultry flocks to focus the 

farm’s operations more solely on the lucrative nut.271 The end of diversification coincided 

with the dissolution of many of the farm’s worker services and its pension plan, and the 

gradual end of organized agricultural fiestas.272 Paternalism gave way to a wage system 

for workers largely living off the farm; the change signaled an end of a strong farm-based 

community.  

                                                           
270 “Unique Industrial Farm Attracts Many Visitors,” El Paso Herald-Post, 4 August 1962, 2; and 

“Irrigated 4000-acre N.M. Farm Demonstrates Values in Agricultural Diversion,” Albuquerque (N.Mex.) 

Journal, 6 October 1965, D-4. 
271 Donald L. Stepp and Ruth Vise, “Stahmann Farms Produce Pecans in Both Hemispheres,” Borderlands 

28 (2010): 9, 15, http://epcc.libguides.com/content.php?pid=309255&sid=2891582. 
272 While the agricultural fiestas that centered on matachines ceased by the end of the cotton era, smaller 

fiestas, largely created for the purpose of reunions with workers who had left the farm, continued on the 

sixteenth of September and fourth of July continued after Stahmann’s death. See Sánchez, 29 August 2001, 

transcript, p.165 [tape 6, side B], LS-NMFRHM; and and Márquez, transcript, p. 162, CM-NMFRHM.  

http://epcc.libguides.com/content.php?pid=309255&sid=2891582
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The history of Stahmann’s cotton era helps underscore the fluidity and 

contingency of the industrial ideal of mid-twentieth century agriculture. Seemingly 

incongruous ingredients—diversification, paternalism, and industrialism—fit into a 

successful formula for one of the region’s largest and most innovative farms of the 

twentieth century. From the onset, the farm’s embrace of diversification and paternalism 

echoed the interwar industrial ideal as it strove to create a more modern agricultural 

business. The farm became a marvel of modernity that—from its fleet of aircraft to crop-

dust and transport goods, its air-conditioned chicken houses and computer-generated feed 

formulas, its multinational cotton-breeding greenhouses—continually embraced the latest 

scientific and technological advances in the name of profit, control, and efficiency. “His 

success can be largely attributed to having everything under control,” Ernie Pyle 

remarked after his 1939 visit. “He controls the moisture, the fertility of the soil, all 

diseases. Everything is right under his thumb. Practically nothing is left to the whims of 

nature.”273  

Yet, as this chapter has shown, modern methods alone do not fully explain the 

success of the industrial farm. Even deploying the latest and most expensive 

technologies, Stahmann’s efforts at controlling both the landscape and workforce faced 

limitations. Stahmann’s industrial dream required negotiations with the workforce and 

natural landscape that often produced solutions rooted in non-industrial agricultural 

methods. Whether it was the army of weed-eating geese, the huge flocks of soil-building 

chickens, seed originally bred in southern Mexico, or the matachines dancing for San 

                                                           
273 Ernie Pyle, “Rambling Reporter,” The Pittsburgh (Penn.) Press, 11 December 1939, 25. 
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Ysidro, the modern farm relied on elements of non-industrial agricultural traditions that, 

though seemingly antithetical to the industrial project, found new life at the farm.  
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Chile 

5. 

Crossing Chiles, Crossing Borders 

Dr. Fabián García, the New Mexican Chile Pepper, and Modernity in the Early 

Twentieth-Century US-Mexico Borderlands  

 

New Mexico’s official state question—“Red or Green?”—inquires tongue-in-

cheek about chile preference to celebrate one of the state’s leading crops and economic 

engines. Implicitly, the question also signals pride for New Mexico’s Hispanic and 

Native cultural heritage. This official display of pride came roughly a century after New 

Mexican politicians and other territorial elites debated, in explicitly racist terms, whether 

New Mexico was modern and white enough to become fully incorporated into the 

union.274 As these elites sought to distance New Mexico’s population from its indigenous 

heritage and its neighbors to the south, a Mexican-born horticulturalist at New Mexico’s 

land grant college, Dr. Fabián García, bred a new chile variety that embodied an 

alternative vision of modernity for New Mexico. The new chile pepper encouraged a 

more industrialized, more culturally inclusive borderlands and set the course for an 

industry that would eventually define the state’s cultural identity.  

García held an important position on the US-Mexico border as a cultural and 

agricultural intermediary that shaped his work with the iconic chile. As horticulturalist at 

                                                           
274 For examples of scholarship on race, modernity, and New Mexico statehood, see Charles Montgomery, 

Spanish Redemption: Heritage, Power, and Loss on New Mexico’s Upper Rio Grande (Berkeley: 

University of California Press, 2002); John Nieto-Phillips, The Language of Blood; Robert Larson, New 

Mexico’s Quest for Statehood (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2013); and David Holtby, 

Forty-Seventh Star: New Mexico’s Struggle for Statehood (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2012). 



144 
 

New Mexico College of Agriculture and Mechanical Arts (NMAM), later New Mexico 

State University (NMSU), in Las Cruces, New Mexico—positioned more squarely in the 

borderlands than any other Land-Grant college in the United States—García helped 

disseminate cultural and agricultural change in all directions in early twentieth-century 

New Mexico. The number 9 chile, as García called the new variety, was more than 

simply the first scientific and industrial chile pepper; it embodied a pan-Hispanic and 

nationally inclusive vision for New Mexico that encouraged cultural transformations both 

within and beyond the borderlands. García’s efforts transformed more than the chile’s 

genetics; his efforts represented the first major step in producing a modern crop that the 

nation as a whole could more readily consume. Perhaps better than any other single crop 

variety, the number 9 chile reveals the intersections among modernity, race, and nation 

within the wider economic and cultural network of the early twentieth-century US-

Mexico borderlands.  

García was “born of humble parents” in 1871 in Chihuahua, Chihuahua. His 

grandmother, after his parents died, brought him to the mountains of southern New 

Mexico two years later, where as a boy he recalled being terrified by encounters with 

Apaches. His grandmother eventually landed a job in Las Cruces with the prominent 

Casad family, who treated him “as a member of the family, in all respects,” and sent him 

to grade school and then NMAM, which they had helped found. García became a 

naturalized US citizen in 1889, graduated from NMAM’s inaugural class of 1894, and 

shortly thereafter joined the faculty as a horticultural assistant. He worked on a wide 

range of projects at the college (particularly with fruit trees), spent a year of graduate 

work at Cornell University in 1899-1900, and in 1907 married Julieta Amador, whose 
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family had deep-rooted business and social connections with Mexico. His disparate 

experiences and connections from an early age cut across cultural, class, and geo-political 

lines. 275 

 When he began his seed trials in 1907 as the college’s newly appointed 

horticulturalist, García sought to transform the chile pepper from a regionally significant 

crop into a national one. Already the most culturally and commercially significant crop 

for many Hispanic farmers throughout the state, the chile pepper, García believed, could 

be improved. He bred for a more consistent, narrower, fleshier, and more peelable chile 

for canning purposes. He also sought a milder pepper to appeal to people elsewhere in the 

country unaccustomed to pungent flavors.276 Such transformations in the chile would 

require hard work on his part, but would also require a transformation on the part of the 

farmers who grew the crop and the consumers who bought it. Farmers needed to be more 

diligent seed savers and embrace a scientific approach to agriculture, he argued. He 

believed people outside the Southwest had to “educate” themselves about traditionally 

Hispanic foods of Mexico and the US Southwest in order to embrace the chile. Cultural 

changes, within and outside the Southwest, came part and parcel with agricultural ones.  

Hispanic farmers throughout New Mexico grew the chile pepper more than any 

other non-grain crop, and regarded it as a symbol of their heritage. In 1848 topographical 

                                                           
275 “Biographical File,” folder 1, box 1,  and “Correspondence, 1940-1948,” folder 3, 5ox 5, UA 011, 

Fabián García Papers, Records of the College of Agriculture and Home Economics, Hobson-Huntsinger 

University Archives, New Mexico State University, Las Cruces, N.Mex. [hereafter FGP].  For biographical 

sketches of Fabián García, see Kent Paterson, The Hot Empire of Chile (Tempe, Ariz.: Bilingual 

Press/Editorial Bilingüe, 2000), 15–26; Carmen Padilla, Chile Chronicles: Tales of a New Mexico Harvest 

(Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press, 1997), 6–7; and Rick Hendricks, “Fabián García, Biographical 

Sketch,” at http://newmexicohistory.org/people/Fabián-García-biographical-sketch.  
276 Fabián García, Improved Variety No. 9 of Native Chile, Bulletin 124, New Mexico College of 

Agriculture and Mechanic Arts, Agricultural Experiment Station [hereafter NMCAMA, AES], (Las Cruces: 

Rio Grande Republic, 1921), 3, 4, 16; and Fabián García, Chile Culture, Bulletin 67, NMCAMA, AES, 

(Albuquerque, N.Mex.: Albuquerque Morning Journal, 1908), 12. 
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engineer William Emory described the chile pepper as “the glory of New Mexico,” and a 

food that “the Mexicans considered the chef-d’ouvre of the cuisine, and seem really to 

revel in it.”277  Forty years later, 1884 Rio Grande Republican article reaffirmed chile 

colorado as the “national dish” of the “native” population in Las Cruces, and several 

generations later, further north, Fabiola Cabeza de Baca reflected, “When we think of 

New Mexican foods, naturally the chile dishes come first.” The chile pepper—growing in 

the field, drying by the house, and simmering in the pot—provided a defining mark on 

the cultural landscape of New Mexico and a source of collective pride. “Unless one has 

watched the farm families as they weave and string the chile pods,” Cabeza de Baca 

explained, “one has missed a delightful work of art and skill.”278 

Throughout much of New Mexico during the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries, chile peppers were just as important commercially as they were culturally. The 

Rio Abajo (Albuquerque) Press reported on 2 February 1863 that Congress took “fifty 

thousand dollars out of the pockets of the people of the United States to make us good 

roads for intercommunication and the transportation of chile colorado to market.” Several 

decades later, the rail connection between Santa Fe and Colorado had gained the 

nickname “Chili Line,” by many accounts because of the loads of chile peppers it carried 

out of the state. While chile production had peaked in some northern New Mexico 

counties by the turn of the century, chile production in other northern areas was still 

                                                           
277 William Helmsley Emory, Notes of a Military Reconnaissance From Fort Leavenworth, in Missouri, to 

San Diego, in California, including parts of the Arkansas, Del Norte, and Gila Rivers (New York: H. Long 

and Brother, 1848), 51.   
278 Fabiola Cabeza de Baca Gilbert, The Good Life (Santa Fe: Museum of New Mexico Press, 2005; 1st ed. 

1949) 45; and Fabiola Cabeza de Baca Gilbert, “Chile,” p.1, folder 15, box 1, Fabiola Cabeza de Baca 

Gilbert Papers, Center for Southwest Research, University Libraries, University of New Mexico [hereafter 

FCBGP]. Also, “Las Cruces: Manners and Customs of the Native Population as Described by Jimmy 

McCarthy in the Denver Tribune,” Rio Grande Republican (Las Cruces, N.Mex.), 26 July 1884, 4. 
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increasing as late as 1924. In that same year, García estimated that growers exported 

seventy-five percent of the crop grown in Santa Fe county out of state.279 

In the southern part of the state at the turn of the century, commercial production 

was more limited. García neither mentions chiles in his lengthy 1903 summation of 

horticulture in the state nor in an updated report to the National Irrigation Congress in 

1908. Only in 1910 did his revised report include the chile, describing it as principally a 

crop grown by “Mexican farmers.”280 

Nonetheless, García explains in his 1908 Chile Culture that “the use of chile in 

the United States is increasing every year; the American people are beginning to cultivate 

a taste for it, and thus a greater demand is being created for this vegetable.”281 The 

increasing popularity of canned green chile provided the most promising development for 

the chile industry. Canneries in both Los Angeles and Las Cruces had begun canning 

green chile, mainly for local and regional consumption. Theodore Rouault started a 

canning business in Las Cruces in 1896, and grew the majority of the vegetables for it. 

Business thrived. In 1903, he saw no need to ship any canned goods east because he had 

“a ready market in New Mexico, Texas, and Arizona for the product of my cannery and, 

                                                           
279 “New Mexico: End of the Chili Line,” Time Magazine, 15 September 1941; “Embudo Rock Pile 

Monument to Old Chile Line,” Albuquerque (N.Mex.) Journal, 1 September 1941, 8; and Fabián García, 

“Report on Horticulture,” 1924, folder 4, box 5, FGP. Hugh G. Calkins, “Handling of a Cash Crop (Chili) 

in the Tewa Basin,” USDA Soil Conservation Service Southwest Region Bulletin 46, Conservation 

Economics Series no. 19 (July 1937), 4, describes chile in northern New Mexico in the 1930s as a critical 

cash substitute in the region’s economy, making it “the important commercial crop in the area…[and] the 

principal means by which flour, beans, lard, sugar, coffee, and clothing become available to the Spanish-

American agriculturalist.” 
280 Report of the Governor of New Mexico to the Secretary of the Interior (Washington: Government 

Printing Office, 1903), 314–17; Fabián García, “Horticulture,” 1908, and “Fruits and Vegetables in the 

Mesilla Valley,” 14 April 1910, folder 4, box 5, FGP. 
281 García, Chile Culture, 4. He uses the old agricultural use of the term “culture” here, which refers to the 

conditions and practices required for successful cultivation.  
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indeed, I can not meet the demand, especially for the canned green chili. The greater 

portion of my goods find a market right here in New Mexico.”282  

García saw great potential in this emergent canning industry and sought to 

develop a chile specifically suited for it. He later recalled that the success of the canning 

industry, along with the difficulty of peeling and processing native chile, led to the initial 

experiments. García explained in 1934: ““the old native pods formerly used in the green 

chile industry were usually quite wrinkled, with a sunken shoulder and a thin flesh. In 

peeling the pod, if it had a sunken shoulder, the women who used to do the peeling had 

first to get the skin from inside the stem and as it went over the ridge from the stem end it 

would break off. Since millions of pods had to be handled in this way, we felt that a 

variety easier to peel would be an economical development for the industry.”283 By 

principally breeding for traits that would transform the chile into an efficient, cannable 

export crop that could be grown and processed on larger scales, García bred the first chile 

variety to be eaten primarily green and year-round for markets near and far. A chile bred 

to be canned green not only helped make the future state question possible in any season 

of the year, it suggests that the question of Red or Green is also a question of more 

traditional versus more modern.284 

García bred the chile by methodically crossing and selecting for desirable traits 

among fourteen strains over several successive seasons. He planted each strain in small 

                                                           
282 Report of the Governor of New Mexico to the Secretary of the Interior (Washington: Government 

Printing Office, 1903), 42. 
283 Fabián García to Bonney Youngblood, 10 January 1934, p. 2, Bonney Youngblood Papers, Herbert 

Hoover Presidential Library, West Branch, IA [hereafter, BYP, HL]. 
284 The advent of widespread refrigeration and freezing in the 1950s helped make year-round green chile 
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dried and eaten as red chile; most green chile derives from meatier varieties developed by NMSU for 

industrial growing and processing.     
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test plats, recorded their performance under a variety of controlled conditions, and within 

a few years began discarding ones that performed poorly. After several seasons of initial 

selecting, he sent the seeds of the most promising strains to “collaborators”—farmers 

throughout New Mexico—who grew them and reported how they performed under a 

variety of conditions. After roughly a decade of such careful and methodical experiments, 

strain number 9 emerged as the most desirable for industry purposes. It possessed the 

smoothness, fleshiness, and sloping shoulders that processors desired. It was also less 

pungent than landrace chile and, as a side effect of selecting only healthy plants in the 

trials, was more resistant to chile wilt.285  

García approached the chile with a faith that it could be continually perfected 

through modern science and the progress of civilization. “Naturally, after the Spaniards 

came across and found that this vegetable [the chile pepper] was being eaten by natives… 

no doubt because of their higher civilization, they developed more palatable dishes. I 

believe that the present [chile] recipes… have been improved upon by the Spanish 

conquistadores,” he began a historical account of the chile in 1934. “Naturally, with 

highly developed civilizations and home economics developments, the old native 

methods of preparing these [chile and frijol] dishes have been materially improved 

upon…” Such improvements include enhancing the enchilada with an “egg that is fried 

and placed on top of the tortillas after you have put the cheese and the onions on them. It 

has been stated that the idea of using an egg with the enchilada originated with the 

[largely Anglo] miners in and around Pinos Altos and Silver City, New Mexico, back in 

                                                           
285 García, Improved Variety No. 9 of Native Chile, Bulletin 124, NMCAMA, AES (Las Cruces, N.Mex.: 

Rio Grande Republican, 1921). Of the fourteen strains of chile García used, twelve were of the pasilla 

variety, one was colorado, and one negro. 
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the early 80’s.” For García, technological change drives this teleology of improvement 

upon the foodways of the native crop. Chile grinders were a “material improvement,” he 

emphasized, over grinding by hand; and careful, methodical breeding outperformed the 

ways of early “New Mexico tribes [who] naturally, had no idea about plant breeding and 

plant improvement.”286  

 A vision of a more inclusive borderlands shaped García’s project of modernizing 

the chile. He believed in a unified Hispanidad that stretched across the US-Mexico 

border. Many intellectuals and elites in northern New Mexico in the early twentieth 

century deemphasized historic ties to Mexico, choosing instead to highlight their 

whiteness through their Spanish roots and perpetuating what John Nieto-Phillips has 

called the “White Legend.”287 Hispanic elites of southern New Mexico and elsewhere in 

the US-Mexico borderlands, though at times employing a similar strategy of claiming 

whiteness, more often promoted a “pan-Hispanic” ideology that emphasized Mexican 

rather than Spanish symbolism and a bi-national ethnic solidarity among Mexicans and 

Mexican Americans on both sides of the border. La Alianza Hispano-Americana, a 

mutual aid society founded in late nineteenth-century Tucson, helped develop and spread 

this ideology.288  
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 García paid dues to La Alianza for much of his career and, though hardly 

outspoken about his Mexican heritage, embraced the organization’s bi-national message 

and his Mexican roots. Alfredo Levy, general attorney of La Alianza in Mexico City, 

described García in 1930 as a “Mexican” who represented “a pride for our race.” In 1943, 

a federal education inspector in Ciudad Juarez told García that he was “a great friend of 

the Mexicans because he was born in Mexico [and] is of our race.”289 García freely 

acknowledged his Mexican roots, and kept a copy of the national anthems of both 

Mexico and the United States in his desk. While some La Alianza members at times 

claimed whiteness, García did not. He instead claimed a pan-Hispanic Nuevomexicano 

identity and proudly declared that the blood of “the native New Mexican runs through my 

veins.”290 Perhaps the most explicit indication that García did not claim whiteness comes 

from a letter from Bonney Youngblood, a USDA Experiment Station official and 

longtime friend. He wrote to García in 1944: “I recall you are part Yaqui and part 

Spanish… Perhaps you know that the people of Mexico are much prouder nowadays at 

least of their Indian than of their Spanish origin, and from the way you have talked with 

                                                           
Americans (while still embracing a Mexicanidad) tended to make this claim. See Montgomery, Spanish 

Redemption, 15–17. 
289 Letter from Alfredo Levy, Apoderado Gereral en la Republica Mexicana de la Alianza Hispano 

Americana, to Jose Gonzales, presidente de la Logia #22 (AHA in Las Cruces), Mexico City, 26 July 1930. 

The original reads: “Efectivamente, hombres de la talla del hermano Fabián García, son un orgullo para 

nuestra raza y representan lo que el mexicano puede hacer cuando la voluntad y la cultura se unen en 

ellos.” Also, Prof. R. Ramón Espinosa Villanueva to García, Ciudad Juárez, Chih., 27 June 1943, FGP. The 

original, in part, reads: “El Dr. García es un gran amigo de los mexicanos porque nació en México, de raza 

nuestra, que al oir español se emociona como un niño.” 
290 For claims of whiteness among members of La Alianza, see Meeks, Border Citizens, 97, 115. For quote, 

see Fabián García, undated speech (pre-1912), p. 4, folder 1, box 6, FGP. García showed skepticism for the 

term “Spanish American,” at one point referring to the “Mexicans and the so-called Spanish Americans” of 

New Mexico. See García to Youngblood, 10 January 1934, p. 1, BYP, HL.  
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me in the past, I imagine you are of the same opinion. Am I correct?”291  García’s reply, 

unfortunately, is lost to the historical record. 

 La Alianza formed in part as a response to pervasive racial discrimination 

throughout the borderlands. As the country witnessed a rising tide of nativist sentiment 

during the first decades of the twentieth century, racial tensions in places like Las Cruces 

only increased. The Ku Klux Klan, while not nearly as prevalent in New Mexico as it was 

in neighboring Colorado and Texas, nonetheless had a brief but active presence in 

southern New Mexico in the 1920s that centered in Las Cruces.292 García likely 

gravitated to the organization in part because of discrimination he felt as the only 

Mexican American faculty member at the college. One particularly explicit example of 

direct racism toward García came when he applied for a horticulturalist position at the 

San Juan, Puerto Rico experiment station. According to a colleague who supplied a 

“recommendation letter” for the job, “[García] is a thoroughly honest and conscientious 

worker and is quite industrious but being a Mexican he shows rather less initiative than 

would be expected of a white man of equal mental ability.”293   

Racial bias even tinged some of García’s closest relationships with white 

colleagues. His friendship with USDA Experiment Administrator Bonney Youngblood, 

for example, speaks both to García’s ability to bridge cultural borders and the subtle 

limitations of those efforts. After various visits from Youngblood to New Mexico, the 

two men developed a close relationship that lasted García’s lifetime. In a particularly 

inspired letter from Youngblood that opened with “Muy Distinguido Don Fabián Mio” 

                                                           
291 Youngblood to García, Washington, D.C., 26 September 1944, FGP. Also, García to A.J. Cook, 7 

March 1913, folder 5, box 4, FGP.  
292 David Correia, Properties of Violence, 80.  
293 John D. Tinsley to Frank Gardner, 9 September 1901, folder 5, box 4, FGP.  
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and closed with “your hand is kissed by an humble Texan who prides himself in being 

your friend,” Youngblood expressed clear admiration, respect, and affection for García: 

Having bedded down at night on the deserts in the days of 

your youth with your ovejas hombres and mujeres 

(secretos) with no canopy above you but the stars in the 

heavens; no music to lull you to sleep but the wail of 

coyotes or the bleats of hungry borregos y borregas; and 

with nothing between you and the mujeres secretos y 

senoritas to signify mutual protection and continence, you 

have imbibed the beauties of the desert landscape. Living in 

the midst of natural loveliness and grandeur, you have 

acquired a depth of thought and aspiration which New 

Mexican society could ill do without.294 

García, even in such poetic praise from a close friend, can nonetheless not quite escape 

Youngblood’s tendency to guisar the chile breeder’s story with racialized sexual 

stereotypes and clichés of the Wild West. Years later, requesting from García a 

biographical sketch for a USDA publication, Youngblood perhaps revealed his own 

desires when describing those of the editors: “They want your story to be as pungent…as 

your peppers themselves.”295  

García envisioned not only an inclusive borderlands but also a more scientific and 

industrial one. He believed that New Mexicans—Hispanic, native, and otherwise—

should embrace science, and that non-natives and non-Hispanics in New Mexico and 
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throughout the nation should welcome Hispanic culture. In a 1928 speech to the Mesilla 

School, García relates this attitude in a story about “a friend of mine who was connected 

with the Department of Agriculture [and] has accepted a very responsible position from 

the United Fruit Company.” García explained that the friend had recently asked if he 

could “recommend a young man, preferrably [sic] a Latin American, who was properly 

trained in agriculture and could give instruction in Spanish.” If not, his friend asked if he 

could recommend a “North American who could speak Spanish.” Regrettably, García 

explained, he could not recommend anyone to his friend, and a “wonderful opportunity 

was lost.”296 More than simply asking Hispanic students to modernize; García expressed 

a vision for a modern United States that accepted and embraced its Hispanic population 

and neighbors.  

García’s work in Mexico also reflected his broader vision for the borderlands. 

Throughout his career, García frequently visited Mexico, informally advised Mexican 

farmers, occasionally met with high-level Mexicans officials throughout the country, and 

even served as a guest lecturer in Mexico in 1930 for a course on agricultural research 

and education sponsored by the Department of Agriculture.297 His particular influence on 

Mexican agriculture was apparent as early as 1906. In that year, the newly founded 

Juarez Experiment Station’s inaugural report listed various fruit trees that Experiment 

Stations in Arizona, Texas, New Mexico, the Juarez Station, and “catalogs,” had 

recommended. While the report used the abbreviations “Ariz.,” “Tex.,” and “E.” for 

Arizona, Texas, and Juarez, respectively, the abbreviation for New Mexico was simply 

                                                           
296 Fabián García, “The Value of an Education,” 24 May 1928, folder 1, box 6, FGP.  
297 “Member of A & M staff since Graduation 52 Years Ago, Fabián García is Retired,” Las Cruces 

(N.Mex.) Sun-News, 22 April 1945. 
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“G.,” which “represents that this variety has been recommended by el Sr. D. Fabián 

García, expert arboriculturist and member of the New Mexico Agricultural Experiment 

Station.”298 By 1910, García’s work in Mexico had extended to high levels of 

development. In that year García visited with the Mexican Minister of Foreign Relations 

(and former governor of Chihuahua), Enrique Creel, in Mexico, “in search of further 

information in the development of his work.” The Mexican Revolution seems to have 

halted momentum on such “development,” though eleven years later, the governor of 

Chihuahua requested García join him on a trip to view “the same farms that will be 

irrigated by the Conchas, so that [the farmers] will be better able to appreciate your 

instructions.”299  

García also had a hand in Mexican agriculture through his ongoing relationships 

with former students either farming or working on agricultural policies in Mexico. For 

example, Arnulfo Landaverde, a former NMSU student who had recently accepted a post 

in the Mexican Department of Agriculture, wrote to thank García for sending him copies 

of the college catalog and to ask García whether he would look over the statement he was 

to read to the Department of Agriculture regarding Rambouillet sheep. He expressed his 

“high affection and gratitude for the different ways in which [the college] deigned to help 

me during my stay in this State [California] and outside it, deeds that are already well 

known by the leadership of agriculture [Direccion de Agricultura] of my country.”300  

                                                           
298 “Variedades de Arboles Frutales propios para la parte norte de la mesa central,” Buletin numero 22, 

(Ciudad Juárez, Chih.: Estacion Agricola Experimental de Ciudad Juárez, 1906), 9. 
299 Governor to García, 3 December 1921, Chihuahua, Chih., folder 1, box 5, FGP.  
300 Arnulfo Landaverde to Agricultural Experiment Station, 24 December 1925, San Francisco, Calif., 

folder 1, box 5, FGP. 
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García’s influence more often came through casual advice to Mexican farmers. 

Reynaldo Talavera, a former student of García’s living in Chihuahua, Mexico, wrote to 

García seeking copies of university bulletins on the “tomatoe, potatoe, onions and 

especially beets for feeding cows or what we call here ‘remolacha forrajera’” In García’s 

reply, in which he stated that he would “be glad to discuss all the problems that you have 

on your mind on the growing of onions, tomatoes, chile, beets and potatoes,” he also 

mentioned that “the last time I saw you was on the trip to Chihuahua to discuss the 

building of the highway between El Paso and Chihuahua.”301 Here, García reveals not 

only his influence over farmers in Chihuahua, but also hints at larger connections such as 

a highway project that would significantly open up agricultural markets throughout the 

borderlands. 

Mexican government officials and farmers were not the only ones to approach 

García about Mexican agriculture. In 1920 William S. Myers, who had telegraphed him 

nine years earlier as a representative of Texas-based Mexican Land & Colonization Co., 

wrote to him, in light of the Mexican Revolution, that “recent changes in Mexico suggest 

the possibility of our opening an office in that country.” Specifically, Myers inquired 

whether he, or someone he could recommend, would be willing and able to “[carry on] 

experiments and demonstrations, and generally [be] diplomatic and able to conduct a 

Propaganda Office” in Mexico. Myers sought an agricultural expert to report on “the big 

money crops of Mexico, and [give] us some intelligent idea as to whether the growing of 

these crops is going to expand and whether it would be free from political interference in 

the future. In other words, is Agriculture going to progress and develop in Mexico, or 

                                                           
301 Reynaldo Talavera to García, 11 December 1944, Chihuahua, Chih, folder 3, box 5, FGP; and García to 

Talavera, 25 November 1944, Mesilla Park, N.Mex., folder 3, box 5, FGP. 
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not?”302 García served as a mediator, both formally and informally, between US 

agriculture and Mexican agriculture on several levels: he informed Mexican officials and 

educators, farmers on both sides of the border, and perhaps even US investors.  

His chile-breeding work represents yet another level of mediation. The number 9 

had genetic roots throughout the borderlands. García wrote in his Chile Culture, “The 

common strain of Mexican chile that has been grown in this section for a number of 

years… is being replaced in the Mesilla Valley by other better varieties that have been 

introduced in late years.” He used those varieties—the negro and colorado chiles, along 

with twelve strains of the pasilla chile (then quite popular in Chihuahua)—to develop the 

number 9. His Chihuahuan chile pasilla seeds were brought to him by Carlos Romero, an 

agricultural student from Chihuahua who later returned to farm in Chihuahua.  The chile 

negro seed he used were from an undisclosed location in Mexico, brought to him by New 

Mexican farmer, Francisco Rivera. The chile colorado seed came from California, 

secured by local businessman Theodore Rouault, though it also may have had recent New 

Mexican origins.303 Emilio Ortega, who founded a cannery in Los Angeles also in 1896 

and is responsible for the term “Anaheim pepper,” apparently visited New Mexico 

sometime in 1890 and brought back seed. As the travel log of these chiles suggests, the 

number nine drew its genetic base from throughout the US southwest and Mexican 

North.304  

                                                           
302 “Mexican Land and Colonization Co. telegram,” 14 November 1911, folder 4, box 1, FGP; and William 

Myers to García, 8 June 1920, folder 1, box 5, FGP. 
303 García, Chile Culture, 29–30. 
304 For more on Ortega, see www.ortega.com/history; Sunset, vol. 6, Passenger Dept., Southern Pacific Co., 

1901; “Fruit Interest,” Corona (Calif.) Currier, 16 December 1899; and “Hundreds of People See Pure 

Food Display and Get Samples,” Oxnard (Calif.) Currier, 22 April 1910, 7. 
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The strains used for the experiments were themselves shaped over many 

generations by farmers and gardeners throughout the Southwest, working under a variety 

of environmental conditions and agricultural systems. These years of labor are embedded, 

so to speak, in the genes of the chile. The number 9, derived from these experiments, was 

thus a consolidation of geographical areas across the borderlands. Considering this 

consolidation of past and distant labor in the genome helps illustrate how the land-grant 

school facilitated a region-wide interchange of knowledge and material resources.  

 Professional and university breeders, García included, commonly sourced seeds 

locally, regionally, and globally to breed modern industrial varieties.305 As 

simultaneously a strictly regional and a transnational crop, the number 9 chile differed 

from most university breeding projects in its reliance on local connections on both sides 

of the international border. Common intermediaries such as seed catalogs, professional 

plant hunters, or the USDA seed introduction program were simply not useful. This was a 

local crop that needed a local border crosser to successfully transform it into a more 

industry friendly, nationally digestible crop. 

It needed, too, an intermediary to encourage changes in both farmer and 

consumer. García understood the new variety would be a valuable resource only if 

farmers collaborated in the process by taking on a more diligent and systematic approach 

to seed selection. “There are always some plants in the field which tend to revert back,” 

García wrote in his bulletin on the pepper in 1921, “consequently, it is very necessary to 

                                                           
305 García bred onions, for example, with seed mostly supplied through seed companies such as W. A. 

Burpee in Philadelphia and Barteldes Seed Company in Lawrence, Kansas, the latter once provided him a 

particularly early maturing strain of Grano from Valencia, Spain. For examples of major university 

breeding projects involving foreign germplasm from the USDA introduction program, see Noel Kingsbury, 

Hybrid: The History and Science of Plant Breeding (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 148. 
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select seed in the field.”306 This ongoing process required a transformation within the 

farmers themselves. “As a matter of fact,” he wrote in his 1908 Chile Culture, “our New 

Mexico chile growers do not pay any attention to the selection of the seed, and as a result 

of this we are producing a very variable product.”307 Indeed, throughout his tenure García 

appealed to farmers to share his strong faith in science. In a lecture based off an 1898 US 

government publication on hybrids, García repeated the authors’ claim that “scientific 

investigations have shown clearly that the possibilities in the improvement of our useful 

plants are almost unlimited,” but added in his own words that farmers and gardeners 

frequently miss the opportunity for such improvements because “selection is not made 

very systematically, perhaps on account of a lack of knowledge on the subject on the part 

of the operator.”308 The modern, scientifically derived chile, García believed, came part 

and parcel with more modernized and scientific farmers.  

García joined other Experiment Station scientists and extension specialists in 

various trips throughout the state to spread the gospel of science. His audience received 

him with both enthusiasm and, occasionally, disdain. In 1923, Bonney Youngblood and 

García traveled up the Rio Grande together, stopping at various pueblos. One pueblo, 

however, tried to “run [them] off the reservation.”309 Years later he wrote Youngblood, “I 

wish I could repeat [that] trip that you and I made,” and recalled how “we got into the 

                                                           
306 Fabián García, “Improved Variety Number 9 of Native Chile,” Bulletin no. 124, NMCAMA, AES (Las 

Cruces, N.Mex: Rio Grande Republic, 1921), 16. 
307 García, Chile Culture, 19. 
308 García drew heavily from Walter T. Swingle and Herbert J. Webber, “Hybrids and their Utilization in 

Plant Breeding,” in Yearbook of United States Department of Agriculture. 1897 (Washington, D.C.: 

Government Printing Office, 1898), 383–420. At times, García lifts entire passages from this early resource 

on the science of hybridization. See, Fabián García, “Variation and the Improvement of Agricultural 

Plants,” undated lecture, folder 4, box 5, FGP. 
309 Youngblood to García, 27 April 1934, BYP, HL. 
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Indian dance and feared for our scalps.”310 In a letter to García eleven years later relating 

to a possible project in Navajo country, Youngblood remarks, “I’ll not ask you for a letter 

of introduction to the Navajos, since I already know from experience what at least one 

group of Pueblo Indians think of you!”311 A year later, Taos pueblo elders objected to a 

county extension garden project, on the grounds that “anything that had been 

recommended by the Government had usually been an expensive habit, and that they had 

found themselves poorer after trying out these things than they had originally.” Despite 

the complaints, the elders were eventually persuaded and García sent up seed from Las 

Cruces.312 Whether García sent up his newly released number 9 or not, it is clear that 

García, as with the extension agents throughout the state, experienced a mixed reception 

depending on the audience and the context.  

García’s vision for the chile pepper required not only a transformation among 

those that grew it, but also those who ate it. Though he bred primarily for traits that 

would allow for more efficient canning, García also selected for mildness—presumably 

to appeal to Anglo consumers throughout the country—and understood that non-Hispanic 

consumers in the Southwest and beyond needed to develop a taste for the pungent fruit if 

the industry were to take off. While a less pungent chile would certainly help the pepper’s 

marketability, so too would a change of taste among consumers. “Some of our New 

Mexico people are becoming quite interested in the use of some of these native products 

[tortillas, frijoles, and chile],” he wrote to Bonney Youngblood in 1934, “and I only wish 

it were possible for a national educational campaign to be started to get people to eat 

                                                           
310 García to Youngblood, 28 September 1945, folder 2, box 2, FGP. 
311 Youngblood to García, 9 April 1934, BYP, HL. 
312 “Club Work at the Taos Pueblo in Taos County for Year 1924,” folder 4, box 5, FGP. 
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these products more than they are doing.”313 In the context of prevalent anti-immigration 

sentiment—often expressed through food and diet campaigns—in the United States 

during García’s trials and the first decades of the number 9’s introduction, García’s wish 

for a “national education program” reflects the subtle challenge of normative U.S. tastes 

inherent to his work with the chile.   

The number 9 never became a fully dominant variety among New Mexican chile 

growers. While it became quite popular in the southern and central parts of the state, 

many farmers in the north, where landrace varieties proved hardier, did not grow the 

variety. In 1924, García reported that production had recently increased 300% in Santa Fe 

county, but growers there were planting landrace varieties, not the number 9, because it 

was too hot (this indicates that while García may have bred for mildness, the final result 

missed the mark). Further south, it gained wide popularity but never entirely replaced 

other varieties. A Las Cruces grower remarked in 1921 that while the number 9 

performed well in the field, “we find that the small native chile sells the best…We wish 

the No. 9 was of the smaller size, as the native people prefer the small hot chile to the 

mild large variety.”314 Later, in 1934, García wrote that the number 9 was widely used in 

New Mexico, but because it ripened late, was especially “an excellent variety for the 

warmer sections.” 

Despite its limitations, many New Mexicans throughout the state embraced the 

project of improving the chile pepper. Fabiola Cabeza de Baca, the famed champion of 

                                                           
313 García to Youngblood, 10 January 1934, p. 4, BYP, HL. See also, Danise Coon, Eric Votava, and Paul 

W. Bosland, “The Chile Cultivars of New Mexico State University Released from 1913 to 2008,” Research 

Report 763, New Mexico State University, Agricultural Experiment Station, Las Cruces, New Mexico. 

Youngblood alludes to García’s work toward making the chile more appealing to non-Hispanic tastes, 

when he states that García has “added vigor and palatability to the life-giving mais, chile, frijoles, and 

uvas...” (emphasis mine) in Youngblood to García, 13 December 1935, FGP.  
314 Percy W. Barker, Mesilla Park, N.M., in García, Improved Variety No. 9 of Native Chile. 
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northern New Mexico foodways, exemplifies this cultural acceptance. In an undated 

speech (likely from the forties), she explains that, “The chile grown, even 50 years ago, 

in the northern counties, was a small pepper and very hot. Horticulturalists, from our 

College of Agriculture, conducted experiments in crossing the early varieties with less 

pungent, better size and quality chile, which resulted in the improvement of the 

product.”315 Her approval of the scientifically “improved,” and more easily canned, 

number 9 chile points to an acceptance of new technologies we see in other facets of her 

work, such as her Spanish-language bulletins that advocate home canning.316 In this 

sense, such an openness toward the reworked culturally iconic crop confirms how Cabeza 

de Baca, in the words of historian Virginia Scharff, “worked to venerate and preserve a 

more mixed and dynamic New Mexico heritage [and] reworked the world in which she 

moved, with an eye on both the past and the future.”317  

The creation and popularity of the number 9 chile helps illuminate how the 

greater borderlands shaped this “more mixed and dynamic New Mexico heritage.” 

Cabeza de Baca and García, who knew each other well and developed a deep mutual 

respect after traveling on a farm demonstration train together throughout northern New 

Mexico in 1930, wrote extensive, often affectionate, letters to each other until García’s 

death. “There isn’t a person in this country who I admire more…than you,” Cabeza de 

Baca wrote him in 1943. She continued, “I believe that every hispano should feel 

honored that we have one of our own blood who was able to lift himself to such an 

                                                           
315 Fabiola Cabeza de Baca Gilbert, “Chile,” folder 15, box 1, FCBGP. 
316 See Fabiola Cabeza de Baca Gilbert and Veda A. Strong, Boletín de Conservar, Extension Circular 135 

(Las Cruces: New Mexico State University, 1935). 
317 Virginia Scharff, Twenty Thousand Roads: Women, Movement, and the West (Berkeley: University of 

California Press, 2002), 118. See also, Tey Diana Rebolledo, “Narrative Strategies of Resistance in Hispana 

Writing,” The Journal of Narrative Technique 20 (Spring 1990): 142. 
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elevated position.”318  Cabeza de Baca certainly drew lines to emphasize the distinctness 

of Nuevomexicano culture in her writing: she insisted that “one must use New Mexican 

products” to get a “genuine” New Mexico taste and used cookbooks to distinguish “New 

Mexican” from both “Mexican” and “American” foodways.319 Yet, her relationship to 

García and her support of the number 9 suggest she understood such lines to be more 

blurred than strictly defined. More broadly, her relationship with García and the number 

9 offers an important window into how influences from southern New Mexico and the 

larger borderlands region informed the intellectual, agricultural, and cultural identity of 

northern New Mexico.  

The number 9 represents an important chapter in the history of chile pepper 

industry in New Mexico and New Mexico’s relationship to modernity and nationhood. 

The number 9 served as one of the genetic strains for the Sandia variety, which was 

developed in the 1950s and remains an important variety for the New Mexican chile 

industry.  Its significance, however, stretches far beyond its genetic legacy; the 

development of the number 9 represented a fundamental shift in the idea of the chile. No 

longer bred primarily for local and seasonal consumption, the scientific chile crossed 

geopolitical, seasonal, and cultural borders. García’s work, as Carmella Padilla states in 

her 1997 Chile Chronicles, “laid the groundwork for turning a regional food into a 

national food [and] above all... made chile into a science.”320 Such change reverberated 

                                                           
318 Cabeza de Baca to García, 9 May 1943, Box 2, Folder 2, FGP. In another example of their affectionate 

correspondence, García sent Cabeza de Baca lyrics to a song he wrote about their travels on the 

demonstration train in 1930. García to Cabeza de Baca, 1 May 1930, folder 4, box 5, FGP. “Las recuerdos 

del tren agrícola me gustan mucho…” she responded in Fabiola Cabeza de Baca to García, 27 May 1930, 

folder 1, box 2, FGP. A second letter attached from her adds, “Thanks a lot for the poem. It is very sweet 

and it brings back dear memories of you. I had not written because I wanted to try and write you an answer 

in poetry. No creo que jamás olvide aquello. –Fabiola.” 
319 Cabeza de Baca Gilbert, The Good Life, 45.  
320 Padilla, Chile Chronicles, 7. 
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well beyond the agricultural fields of New Mexico. Bred for a more modern and inclusive 

region and country, this physically and culturally reworked chile forged new paths of 

agricultural and cultural exchange both within and beyond the borderlands.  
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6. 

The Evolution of a Modern Pod 

The Industrial Chile and Its Storytellers in New Mexico 

   

“Chile is my legacy,” famed Las Cruces–writer Denise Chávez wrote in 1996, “so 

is the hot pungency of this southern land, the miles of earth tilled and seeded, yielding 

crops valuable and cherished.” In the five decades between Fabián García’s death in 1946 

and Chavez’s words, chile had grown from a relatively small and local crop in Chávez’s 

hometown to one of its chief export crops.321 Along the way, it had become a powerful 

cultural symbol throughout the state and, for many, a legacy nearly synonymous with a 

people and a landscape.  

The chile industry in New Mexico owed its growth to a strong collaborative 

public-private effort among chile producers, processors, and the land-grant university that 

extended from breeding to branding. One hundred years after the first chile experiments 

began at the small land-grant college, the work of researchers at NMSU extended beyond 

selectively breeding the pepper to selectively rewriting its story. These efforts helped 

growers and processors scale up production and compete in national and international 

markets. They also helped propel the chile pepper as a symbol of New Mexico identity 

that provided a source of pride and unity, but also exposed cultural divisions and tensions 

surrounding modernity. As the industry worked hard to shape the story of the pepper, and 

                                                           
321 Denise Chavez, “Scenes of Home and a Dream in Green,” New Mexico Magazine (February/March 

1996): 38. In Doña Ana county, in southern New Mexico where the industry’s growth was most 

concentrated, the number of acres in chile jumped roughly sixteen-fold over between 1949 and 1978. 

United States Census of Agriculture, 1950, vol. 1, part 30, New Mexico and Arizona, county table 5, 

chapter B, statistic for counties, (Washington D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1952), 66; and United 

States Census of Agriculture, 1978, vol. 1, part 31, New Mexico, county summary data, Table 31, 

(Washington, D.C.: Government Printing Office, 1980), 145. 
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as many in New Mexico offered counter-narratives, the chile itself continued to evolve 

with the changing landscape. Within its fiery heart, the chile contains a distinctive set of 

genes and stories that speak to a diversity of cultural identities and values within the state. 

And the stories, like its genes, keep changing.  

 

The Growth of an Industry 

        Beginning in the early seventies, the chile industry began to boom. A crop that had 

previously been grown by small-scale farmers throughout the state, now became the focal 

point of a major new industry in the Mesilla Valley of southern New Mexico. Many 

factors contributed to this shift, including access to nearby and relatively cheap labor 

from Mexico, and a large and growing international demand for peppers that foreign and 

domestic growers elsewhere struggled to meet.322 Breeding efforts at NMSU and other 

universities throughout the southwest also proved significant to the industry’s growth as 

Fabián García’s successors at NMSU continued to breed chile specifically suited for 

industrial production.  

Breeding developments began in 1950 when NMSU breeder Dr. Roy Harper 

released the New Mexico No. 6, which derived from an “undetermined varietal origin” 

and was milder, higher yielding, shorter, more uniform in color, and faster maturing than 

the no. 9.323 This pepper, “particularly well-suited for the processing industry and for 

producing green chile for the fresh market,” helped facilitate the beginning of a 

significantly scaled-up industry with its labor-saving qualities such as concurrent 

                                                           
322 Paterson, Hot Empire of Chile, 5. 
323 Roy E. Harper, “An improved Variety of Chile for New Mexico,” Press Bulletin 1041, NMCAMA, 

AES, (NMSU Cooperative Extension Service and Agricultural Experiment Station Publications: April 
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maturation and easy de-stemming. The no. 6, bred to be milder and renamed the No. 6-4 

in 1957, remained an important staple variety for the industry throughout much of the 

twentieth century. Harper’s successor, Dr.  Roy Nakayama, later emphasized how much 

mildness contributed to the new variety’s success. “The big difference, actually, way 

back then- even prior to 1955- was that about the only variety available here was a real 

hot chile. Too doggone hot for most,” Nakayama recalled in 1976, “most of it was native 

chile, with some New Mexico No. 9. That No. 9 was larger-bodied, but it was too hot... 

We couldn’t sell it outside the state.” These new varieties aided the transition from a 

statewide to national market, marking a “transition from a cash crop for producers with 

small acreages to an attractive, high income crop in modern irrigated agriculture.”324 

Subsequent varieties developed at NMSU had less impact on the industry. In 

1974, Roy Nakayama released the NuMex Big Jim, which grew nearly a foot long and 

was by most accounts the largest chile variety known. Crossing a small Peruvian variety 

with an “Anaheim,” native Chimayó and other New Mexican varieties, Nakayama bred 

for pods that “mature concurrently, making machine picking—and thus greater acreage—

possible.” Though the chile never became a staple variety among processors, it became 

“a favorite of home gardeners and chefs for making chile rellenos.”325 Despite the Big 

Jim’s limitations for wide-scale production, the industry had promotional use for the new 

pepper and its breeder. Gaining the moniker “Mr. Chile,” Nakayama served as the official 

                                                           
324 “Chile is ‘Hot’ on the National Market,” Agri-Search pamphlet by the NMSU, Agricultural Experiment 

Station, winter 1981, 2; and Donald Cotter, “A Review of Studies on Chile,” bulletin 673, NMSU 

agricultural experiment station, 4. 
325 John Crenshaw, “Chile Man- Roy Nakayama” New Mexico Magazine 54, no. 5 (May 1976): 37; 

Cotter, Donald J. “The Scientific Contribution of New Mexico to the Chile Pepper,” in Southwestern 

Agriculture: Pre-Columbian to Modern, ed. Henry C. Dethloff and Irvin M. May, Jr. (College Station: 

Texas A&M Press, 1982), 21; and Coon, Votava, and Bosland, “The Chile Cultivars of New Mexico State 
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judge at chile cook-offs and competitions and became a local celebrity as part of a larger 

campaign to promote the chile. Nakayama became an icon when the industry, 

increasingly becoming non-local and faceless, needed a face.326  

Though locally developed varieties played a significant role in the industry’s 

growth, New Mexico growers also adopted varieties of peppers from elsewhere that had 

never before been commercially produced in the state. Pioneers of the chile industry, 

Emma Jean and Orlando Cervantes, for example, helped built the state’s chile industry by 

growing Tabasco and cayenne peppers largely to be processed into Louisiana-style hot 

sauce. In search of a new crop, Orlando Cervantes began growing cayenne peppers in 

1972 for a Cincinnati-based hot sauce company with processing plants in Louisiana. He 

soon began producing the peppers for other Louisiana hot sauce producers in New 

Iberia.327  In 1973, he began growing Tabasco peppers for the McIlhenny Company in 

New Iberia, Louisiana.328 “One day I saw a bottle of Tabasco sauce at the supermarket 

and thought maybe we could grow them,” Orlando Cervantes explained a few years later. 

He contacted McIlhenny’s, who decided the hurricane-free, beetle-free irrigated desert of 

New Mexico offered a good opportunity for the company. The company agreed to 

provide all the seeds, which were propagated in a Texas greenhouse and then shipped to 

the New Mexico farm to be planted. Within three years, the Cervantes’s farm were 

harvesting one hundred acres of the specialty crop, mashing it on site and shipping it back 

to Louisiana in white oak barrels to finish fermenting (for three years) and to be 

                                                           
326 William Carleton, “The Expansion of a Hot Commodity,” (master's thesis, University of New Mexico, 

2011), 29. 
327 Marvin Tessneer, “Producer Highlights Ag Labor Problems,” Las Cruces (N.Mex.) Sun-News, 15 
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bottled.329 By the nineties, the Cervantes’s farm was focusing primarily on cayenne 

peppers for Louisiana-style hot sauce, and shipping their peppers internationally as far as 

Saudi Arabia.330 In addition to New Mexico-grown peppers, the Cervantes’s operation 

expanded into Mexico. In 1987, the Cervantes’s farm began growing some of their chile 

in Mexico (Jalisco, Flores Magon, Delicias, Ascensión, Obregón, and Chihuahua), and by 

1996, Mexican-grown chile comprised half of their operation. From Mexico to New 

Iberia, from New Mexico back to Mexico, the Tabasco and cayenne peppers’ journey 

highlights the regional binds of agriculture in the Southwest that extended into both 

Mexico and the US South. 

As the example of the Cervantes farm suggests, new chile varieties developed at 

NMSU, although instrumental in the industry’s rise, did not alone facilitate the chile 

industry’s boom. Seeds developed elsewhere and processors such as the hot sauce 

companies in Louisiana that Cervantes worked with, along with local processors of New 

Mexico green chile proved essential to the industry’s initial success. In 1959, for 

example, a local cannery bought all the available seed of the newly developed 6-4 variety 

to distribute to contracted growers; by 1977, there were at least seventeen major 

processors in the southwest. The development of more easily peeled varieties, along with 

emergence of widespread refrigeration, also gave rise to a wholly new product, frozen 

green chile, the specialty of processors such as Encanto Foods (later Bueno Foods). 331 

                                                           
329 Jeanne Gleason, “Tabasco Thrives in Las Cruces,” Albuquerque (N.Mex.) Journal, 9 November 1975, 
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Promotional Stints and “A New Cuisine for ‘Modern Civilization’” 

Processors played an important role not only in purchasing chile from farmers, 

but also promoting the chile. Mountain Pass Cannery (the producer of Old El Paso salsa 

in Anthony, Texas since 1918 who had been purchased by Pet Food, Inc. in 1968), led the 

effort by underwriting chile research at NMSU during the industry’s initial growth years 

and sponsoring events such as a “green chile recipe fiesta” and green chile cook-off at 

NMSU in 1972.332 These events, along with the creation of the Hatch chile festivals in 

1971 and the passing of a bill in the New Mexico legislature in 1965 to make chiles and 

pinto beans the state’s “official vegetables,” represented the bulk of early promotional 

efforts surrounding the chile pepper industry.333 In 1973, however, NMSU propelled 

promotional efforts by funding its own chile promotional group. Convinced that a 

“promotional stint involving the chile might be good for the university,” university 

president Gerald Thomas set aside funding to create the International Connoisseurs of 

Green and Red Chile, which soon became the biggest promotional group for the chile in 

the state with a membership of over three thousand by 1977. Mountain Pass, like several 

                                                           
332 Mountain Pass delivered a $5884 grant to NMSU for chile research in 1976, for example, and wrote a 
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processors, helped fund the effort. By taking the lead on the industry’s promotional work, 

the university’s collaboration with the industry had extended from seed to sales. 334 

        The connoisseurs employed various strategies for chile promotion. They published 

cookbooks, staged chile cook-offs, sent “care packages” of chile seeds to far corners of 

the globe, and put on conferences. They even helped escalate a “Great Chile War” in the 

U.S. Congress in 1974, by providing New Mexican chile products and an NMSU 

cookbook to seven non–New Mexican congressional members who had reportedly 

claimed the superiority of their state’s chile. In addition to the chile products they sent, 

they also offered to stage a chile cook-off in New Mexico with none other than Roy 

Nakayama as presiding judge.335 Engaging the power of celebrity, in fact, proved a 

successful and lasting strategy for the group. In addition to boosting membership rolls 

with the obvious candidates such as processors, growers, and restaurateurs, the group 

worked hard to secure memberships from celebrities such as Bob Hope, Vickie Carr, Paul 

Harvey, and Lawrence Welk.  

Following the dissolution of the Connoisseurs in the early eighties, new public-

private promotional efforts took hold. Entrepreneur Dave Dewitt, a former radio host 

from Boston who moved to New Mexico in the seventies, took a prominent lead in chile 

promotion and worked closely with the university. Dewitt published The Fiery Cuisines 

in 1985 and soon went on to co-author several works with Dr. Paul Bosland. In 1987, he 

founded Chile Pepper Magazine in 1987, and a year later started a chile-industry trade 

                                                           
334 “This Week is Hatch Third Chile Festival” Las Cruces (N.Mex.) Sun-News, 25 August 1974, 9. 

Mountain Pass wrote a check to the group for $3000 in 1974 and a $4000 check in 1977. “Society Given 

Promotion Check” Las Cruces (N.Mex.) Sun-News, 25 December 1977, 32. See, too, Carleton, “The 

Expansion of a Hot Commodity.” 
335 International Connoisseurs of Green and Red Chile advertisement. Las Cruces (N.Mex.) Sun-News, 29 

July 1977; “Last of the Red Hot Lovers? No Such Thing...” Las Cruces (N.Mex.) Sun-News, 11 August 

1977, 17; and “Society Enters ‘Great Chile War,’” Albuquerque (N.Mex.) Journal, 27 February 1974, 22. 
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show, the National Fiery Foods Show. In addition, NMSU, working closely with growers 

and processors who continued to help fund chile research and promotion, helped start the 

Chile Pepper Institute in 1992. With an educational and research-based mission that 

included publishing newsletters and books on peppers, sponsoring an annual conference, 

conducting pepper research, and serving as a seed bank and as an “international 

clearinghouse and archives for information related to Capsicums,” the institute in part 

aimed to “solidify the Institute’s and NMSU’s position as the national leader in 

Capsicums research and education.”336   

The New Mexico chile industry grew alongside changing national tastes for hot 

peppers and, from the beginning, the industry’s chile promotional efforts played off a 

broader cultural movement surrounding chile peppers. Partly because of breeding efforts 

by Fabián García and his successors, consumers throughout the nation had become 

increasingly aware of chile-based foods, most commonly in hot sauce and regional 

variations of “chili.” As popularity for hot foods increased, a subculture of chile 

“aficionados” emerged around the country that centered on chile cook-off competitions, 

tongue-in-cheek bravado, and fierce claims, via the hot pepper, to regional superiority. 

The Chili Appreciation Society International (CASI), which formed in 1967 after an 

infamous chili cook-off, began staging regional chili cook-off competitions throughout 

the country. Winners convened for an annual national cook-off, which raised money for 

local charities and offered a fun celebration of local folk cuisine.  

The culture of the CASI events shaped the promotional strategies of the 

Connoisseurs. The Connoisseurs' name not only matched the tongue-in-cheek rhetoric of 

                                                           
336 The Chile Institute Strategic Management Plan (Draft), prepared by John R. Van Ness, 11 October 1995, 

pp. 2–3, 6, folder 19, box 23, Ms 484, Dave Dewitt Collection [hereafter DDC], NMSUL.  
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the national cook-off culture, it also directly played off the word “international” in CASI. 

The invocation of “international” served to re-center Las Cruces as a hub of Capsicums 

and move the image of the industry away from solely local or regional markets. As 

“connoisseurs,” the group also cast the chile as a high-class vegetable. This promotional 

tactic of up-classing the chile, complete with global celebrities on their membership role, 

seemed to work. Chile Farmer Ray Enriquez, who in 1976 was growing over 600 acres of 

chile, attributed the growing chile industry not only to an increased number of processors, 

but also for an expanding taste for New Mexican food beyond New Mexico. Part of this 

newfound appreciation for the chile, he explained, was in how it was perceived. “When I 

was a kid this kind of food was considered poor Mexican dishes. People would get 

together and plant one acre of chile that would take care of four or five families. Now 

chile dishes are considered gourmet food.”337 

Yet the work to promote the chile involved more than simply presenting the chile 

as a classy, more palatable vegetable for the broader US public, it ironically also involved 

rhetoric, often heavily tinged with machismo and racial stereotypes that tapped into 

deeper underlying tensions with elitism and modernity.338 In “The Great Chili 

Confrontation,” H. Allen Smith recounts the first chili cook-off in 1967. Smith, a 

                                                           
337 “Chile Growing Booms, Future Bright” Las Cruces (N.Mex.) Sun-News, 22 February 1976, 4. 
338 In New Mexico, racialized and gendered connotations with the chile pepper has come in many forms. 

The term “chile” has long been a phallic symbol in parts of New Mexico. There is an old New Mexican 

joke, for example, about a cold evening at a crowded New Mexico bar. Two men, one Anglo and one 

Hispanic New Mexican, step outside to urinate. As they relieve themselves, the Anglo man says, “Pretty 

chilly, huh?” The other man responds, “Thank you.” See Joe Davis, interview by Audilio Miranda, 1970, 
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northerner who had taunted nearly all Texans with his published declaration that “nobody 

knows more about chili than me,” faced off against a Texan in Terlingua, Texas. Smith 

wrote in jest to his counterpart prior to the competition that “it must surely be the case 

that you have strong currents of northern blood coursing through your veins; it seems to 

me that, even though you might not know it yourself, when you were an infant you were 

kidnapped somewhere in the Middle West or East and spirited off to Texas, possibly by 

Kickapoo Indians or Canary Islanders [whom Smith had elsewhere claimed had invented 

chili]. It is simply impossible that you could be an unsullied Texan, else you would not be 

able to carpenter up such a fine dish of chili…”339  

The macho and race-laden rhetoric revealed deep regional tensions and anxieties 

surrounding modernity. As historian David Scofield Wilson argues, “the great chili cook-

off phenomena of the post-Johnson era has its origins” in an old American populist 

literary genre—best characterized by Mark Twain—that mocked the stuffy, elitist, 

“seaboard Brahmin” culture of the upper classes. Additionally, these cook-offs, Wilson 

writes, “are high-spirited affairs, featuring a good deal of light-hearted self-mockery and 

playful showing off,” that typically included a healthy dose of “posturing and bombast 

[that] radiates a mock-macho air and turns on putting women and children out of the 

picture.” The cook-offs highlighted manly self-sufficiency (winning chili recipes often 

contained meats such as rattlesnake, raccoon, or porcupine), and the pepper itself was at 

times used as a symbol of masculinity. Yet, in the culture of chili cook-offs, behind the 

self-mockery lay a more serious criticism of modernity.  “Hot peppers mark a new 

cuisine for ‘modern civilization,’” Wilson argues, “but a ‘civilization’ not too ‘sissy’ or 

                                                           
339 H. Allen Smith, The Great Chili Confrontation: A Dramatic History of the Decade’s Most Impassioned 

Culinary Embroilment, With Recipes (New York: Trident, 1969), 42. 
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childish; in short, a ‘natural, manly’ civilization.” To Wilson, the chile cook-offs “flaunt 

chili or chiles as signs of their self-conscious distinction from whatever they take to be 

‘mainstream’ American life.”340 And here, with an appropriation of a critique of 

modernity for the purposes of a modern industry, lies a recurring irony of modern 

agriculture. The Connoisseurs’ cook-offs promoted the chile pepper in an effort to make 

it more mainstream, in part, by appealing to popular disdain for the mainstream. Just as 

James Webb Young had instinctively understood as he donned the Old Jim Young 

persona, the appeal to the anti-modern could itself be a vital part of the modern industry’s 

toolkit. The transformation of the chile pepper from a regional ingredient of “poor 

Mexican dishes” into a modern food with widespread popularity thus required an 

inventive promotional strategy that tapped into existing anxieties surrounding modernity. 

Such a strategy proved successful; by 1997, Dr. Paul Bosland could proudly claim that 

“chile has transcended an esoteric crop and become has become part of mainstream 

America and the world.”341 

  

The Evolution of the Modern Pod 

The promotional strategies of the industry included subtle ways to craft a 

narrative of the national pepper industry that placed New Mexico at the center. One 

strategy was as basic as standardizing the spelling of the pepper nationwide to conform to 

New Mexico’s traditional, Hispanized “chile.” Neither the word chile, which derives 

                                                           
340 David Scofield Wilson, “Hot Peppers,” in Rooted in America: Foodlore of Popular Fruits and 

Vegetables, ed. David Scofield Wilson and Angus Kress Gillespie (Knoxville: University of Tennessee 

Press, 1999), 106–108. 
341 “Martha Stewart Living Gets a Taste of New Mexico,” Chile Pepper Institute Newsletter 6, no. 2 

(Summer 1997): 3. 
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from the Nahuatl word, chilli, nor the word chili, which is in turn an Anglicized form of 

chile, constitute an original spelling of the fiery fruit. Yet, languages continually evolve 

and spellings change. For most of the twentieth century, the pungent pepper was most 

often spelled chile in New Mexico and chili elsewhere in the country. As Dr. Benigno 

Villalon of Texas A&M explained to Dave Dewitt in 1987, “The term chili pepper should 

be avoided completely [and] the word chile outside New Mexico has very little 

meaning.” Instead, Dr. Villalon advised, “introduce the word capsicums as a periodic 

substitute for ‘peppers’ [,] this is universal.”342 

Even researchers and writers at NMSU up until the early seventies at times used 

the two spellings interchangeably in official publications.343 For example, in 1973 NSMU 

published cookbook on “prize-winning” green chile recipes from the contest the 

University hosted in conjunction with Mountain Pass Cannery. The cover of the 

cookbook reads “Green Chili Recipe Fiesta,” while the introduction spells the title of the 

cookbook, “Green Chile Recipe Fiesta.” Within the cookbook, in fact, the authors explain 

that while they prefer the Spanish spelling of “chile” (the apparent typo on the cover 

notwithstanding), a “chile is a chili is a chilli.”344 Yet as the New Mexico chile industry’s 

branding efforts took off, a chile was no longer a chili. By the late seventies, the 

Connoisseurs made a concerted effort to insist on “chile” as the only proper spelling of 

the hot pepper; this work was continued by Dave Dewitt and Paul Bosland into the 

                                                           
342 Dr. Benigno Villalon to Dave Dewitt, 30 June 1987, folder 4, box 1, DDC, NMSUL. 
343 For “chili,” see, for example, “Fruits and Vegetables,” Circular 25, NMCAMA, AES (Las Cruces: 
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Experiment Station Publications: July 1973). 
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eighties and nineties.345 As Dave Dewitt later explained, “nomenclature” had become 

important. “One thing that Paul Bosland and I did [was] to get newspapers to change the 

spelling,” Dewitt explained, “We got the Dallas Morning News to change it to an ‘e’. We 

got the El Paso Times to change it, we got the Washington Post and the New York Times 

to change…. We got the AP Stylebook to say both were permissible...that’s what I call a 

positive thing toward standardizing nomenclature.”346 Standardizing nomenclature, 

however, was just one small part of a larger effort by those involved in the New Mexico 

chile industry to solidify New Mexico’s place as a central player in the evolving narrative 

of the chile pepper. Another facet of this effort involved retelling the story of New 

Mexico’s “patron saint of chiles.” 

The historical record is clear: Fabián García did not become the state 

horticulturalist until 1906 and, as he made unmistakable in his writings, his “preliminary 

work” of breeding chile did not begin until the spring of 1907.347 For over a century, 

these basic facts shaped the story of the chile. Ruth Sneed, as just one of many examples, 

published a brief history of chile for the Extension Service in 1960 that explained that “it 

all started back in 1907, when Fabián García selected and planted the seeds of three 

varieties of chile.”348  In 1988, Bosland, citing García, writes that “Fabián García, the 

                                                           
345 For examples of insistence on spelling, see John Crenshaw, “New Mexico’s Fiery Soul,” New Mexico 
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first chile pepper researcher, began in 1907 to investigate ways in which to improve chile 

pepper production methods and cultivars for New Mexico,” and repeated this assertion in 

1993.349  

A few years later, however, a new narrative emerged. Bosland wrote in 1996 that 

“The New Mexican pod-type was developed in 1894 when Fabián García at New Mexico 

State University began improving the local chiles grown by the Hispanic gardeners 

around Las Cruces, New Mexico.”350 This uncited claim, which Bosland has repeated 

over the course of two decades, not only pushes the date of García’s initial experiments 

up thirteen years, it falsely claims that the peppers used in García’s experiments were all 

local when in fact, the chile negro came from Mexico and the chile colorado from 

                                                           
349 Paul Bosland, “Pepper Breeding and Genetics at New Mexico State University,” Tomato and Pepper 

Production in the Tropics, Proceedings of the International Symposium on Integrated Management 

Practices Tainan, Taiwan, 21–26 March 1988 (December 1989), 51, 
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Press, 1993), 15–16. 
350 Paul W. Bosland, “Capsicums: Innovative Uses of an Ancient Crop” in J. Janick, ed., Progress in New 
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California.351 Meanwhile, Bosland’s colleague, Danise Coon, similarly began to tell a 

new story, claiming García began his experiments in 1888.352  

Given Bosland’s intimacy with García’s writings and his previously published 

accurate portrayal of the historical facts, it is difficult to imagine that this new narrative 

was simply a research error or typo. More likely, the altered historical dates helped 

bolster the university’s new, industry-friendly claim that the “New Mexico” pod type 

originated solely in New Mexico. Around the same time that Bosland stopped using the 

accurate 1907 date for García’s initial trials, he also had stopped using the term 

“Anaheim type” in favor of “New Mexico type.”353 Bosland eventually insisted that “all 

New Mexican type chile peppers grown today gained their genetic base from cultivars 

first developed at New Mexico State University”; that “Anaheim is a cultivar within this 

pod type [and its seed] originated in New Mexico;” and even that “the ‘Anaheim’ seed 

originated from ‘New Mexico No. 9’ grown in New Mexico and was brought to 

                                                           
351 Bosland repeats this assertion in 2000, in Paul W. Bosland and Eric J. Votava, Peppers: Vegetable and 
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353 For an example of Bosland using the term “Anaheim-type,” see Paul Bosland, “Pepper Breeding and 

Genetics at New Mexico State University,” 51. 
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California in 1896.”354 A few correctives to this statement are in order. First, because we 

know that landrace chile long preceded NMSU cultivars and that germ plasm from 

landrace chile in fact went into developing several NMSU cultivars, it is incorrect to 

simply give credit to the University and not the many generations of farmers in New 

Mexico who developed those landrace varieties over centuries of growing seasons in a 

short-season, arid climate. Second, Ortega’s business began over a decade before García 

began his experiments to improve the chile in New Mexico (and, needless to say, the 

Number 9 chile, which was released in 1921, could not have made its way to California 

by 1896).355 Yet, if García began his seed trials in 1894, as Bosland's new story goes, 

then perhaps Emilio Ortega’s founding of a chile business in Anaheim in 1896 would not 

threaten New Mexico’s claims as the sole fountainhead of a new pod-type and its 

industry.  

Despite irrefutable evidence in the historical record to disclaim a pre-1907 chile 

trial in New Mexico, this new narrative has caught on and even grown. In a 2014 lecture 

to the Los Alamos Historical Society entitled “Chile—New Mexico’s Hottest Harvest,” 

Dr. Stephanie J. Walker of NMSU reiterated the claim. With her own embellishments to 

the story, she made it difficult to mistake that New Mexico’s claim to chile originality 

was at stake: 
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If anyone ever calls these fruit Anaheim-type, as proud 

New Mexicans you need to correct this, OK? The only 

reason we have Anaheim chile is because a gentleman 

named Mr. Ortega visited Fabián García while he was 

doing his genetic research. ‘Wow this is great stuff you 

have here, Fabián. I’m going to take some of these seeds 

back with me to California.’ So he did. He started his own 

selective breeding program there, and developed what we 

like to say [is] the nice mild, kind of wimpy Anaheim 

cultivar. So basically the Anaheim-type is an offshoot of 

New Mexico type. So it’s really a New Mexico pod-type or 

long green chile. Anaheim is just a cultivar that was 

basically kind of ripped off from New Mexicans.356   

On the surface, the university’s constructed narrative of the chile might seem like 

an oddity that hardly merits much attention. Yet the evolution of a new history to the 

chile pepper points to several larger trends in the history of industrial agriculture in New 

Mexico. First, the effort to rewrite certain elements of the crop’s history illuminates the 

extent to which the public university’s goals had grown to match those of the industry. 

Second, and more broadly, the new narratives point to a powerful and essential, though 

too often forgotten, force in modern industrial agriculture: storytelling. In this case, the 

role of breeder extended beyond the physical plant to include the stories it embodies. Dr. 

                                                           
356 Stephanie J. Walker, “Chile - New Mexico’s Hottest Harvest,” YouTube video, 13:49, from a talk given 

to the Los Alamos History Society, November 2014, posted by “LosAlamosHistory” 17 November 2014, 
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Fabián García began the groundwork for the modern chile with his seed trials in 1907; 

Dr. Paul Bosland, by inventing a new origin myth that set García’s trials back to 1894, 

helped complete the process. Just over a century after García’s initial seed trails, the chile 

pepper, enshrouded in myth and laden with new stories designed to boost sales and serve 

industry, had become fully modern.    

  

The Fire of Rebellion 

Yet as the New Mexico chile industry endeavored to solidify New Mexico’s chile 

superiority in relation to other states and regions in the country, within the state new 

narratives emerged that challenged the industrial chile developed at NMSU. In 1984, 

Jeanne Croft reported that “While chile’s gastronomic delights are celebrated, it also 

serves as a catalyst for occasional combat. It’s not surprising that any substance capable 

of commanding such affection also has the power to evoke considerable controversy. 

From the chile-producing areas in the foothills of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains in the 

north to the lower reaches of the Hatch/Mesilla Valley in the south, New Mexico chile 

growers and chile lovers argue over whose chile is best.”357 

Although chile growers in southern New Mexico had long tended to grow 

different varieties of chiles than those in the north, based primarily on differing lengths of 

growing seasons, an open disdain for the other’s chiles did not emerge until the rise of a 

large-scale chile industry in the seventies. Only rarely did commentators mention the 

differences among chiles in the north and south prior to the industry’s boom. “It’s a 

commentary on the Anglicized tastes of the southern part of the State that a milder chile 
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is more popular,” one writer declared in 1958, “while north of Socorro into Albuquerque, 

Santa Fe, Taos, and small northern villages they like their chile as hot as possible. No 

doubt that’s one of the reasons more chile of the native variety is grown in the northern 

areas.”358 Though such writers used ethnic differences to explain the differences in chile 

varieties grown north and south, little animosity surrounding the differences emerged in 

the written record until the emergence of a large-scale industry in the south.  

As the chile industry began to swell in the south, to many in the north the northern 

New Mexico chile became a symbol of racial pride, anti-modern sentiments, and even 

rebellion. Historian fray Angélico Chávez in 1974 illustrated a growing urge to associate 

the chile pepper not with science and emerging industry of southern New Mexico, but 

rather with the valleys of the north, mestizaje, and general Nuevomexicano resilience. 

Invoking the story of Bonnie Prince Billy, Chávez’s rendition of the chile makes it 

solidly a folk creation bred to serve the villagers of the north, not industrialists of the 

south. With no mention of Dr. Fabián García or other individual seed breeders, Chávez’s 

story ascribes agency to the chile, and the landscape that shaped it:  

You might regard me as a Bonnie Prince Chile…, even if 

I’m not a Briton or a Scot… Neither am I a Spaniard, as so 

many of my dear subjects think when they class me among 

‘Spanish foods.’ Am I Mexican then? It all depends on 

breeding and certain attitudes. First of all, I am genuine 

American by birth and blood—Indian if you will. Actually, 

an Aztec demi-god originally. I was then called Chili or Axi 
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in my very first native land. My temper then was so 

infernally hot that, whether I was dressed in summer green 

or autumn red, those people worshipped me like a god. So 

fierce was I that they had to marry me to a mild princess 

called Tomatl, showering us with fragrant flowers and 

sweet spices in order to withstand my divine anger… But 

ages ago when I moved up here, to the high narrow valleys 

of Alcalde and Embudo, of Santa Clara and Cochiti and 

other such enchanted places, a great change came over me. 

I turned from a fierce vengeful god into a jolly mellow 

prince while keeping my sharp wit. Whereas I once had 

been adored with some dread for my pugency [sic], I was 

now loved for my flavor. It was this enchanted land that did 

it, her short hot summers and crystal sunshine caressing my 

shoulders while cool mountain waters bathed my feet, and 

then her nipping but still clear-aired autumns vesting me 

with handsome vigor. No need of bedding me down with 

tomatoes or burying me in spices. Here I am loved for 

myself. In this way I am really Spanish here, pure castizo, 

for being taken purely for what I am. I am Spanish and 

Pueblo New Mexican, to be more exact, as I keep on 
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warming the cockles of the heart with princely flavor and 

adorning the home with necklaces of coral.359 

 

By the end of the century, northerners expressed a more explicit break from the 

industrial chile. “Down there in the south, a lot of those chiles area as big as a banana, but 

they taste like cardboard, no flavor at all,” explained El Guique chile farmer Orlando 

Casados, Sr., “This is the best place for growing chile in the whole world.” Some writers 

went even further, directly setting the northern chile in opposition to its intra-state 

neighbor to the south with a spirit of proud anti-industrialism. “Rebellion in in our blood 

here in the north where Reies López Tijerina’s Courthouse Raid of 1967 was only one in 

a long series of uprisings against governments, corporations and individuals that attempt 

to usurp our rights and curtail our proud lifestyle,” Jim Segal declared in 1996, “Our 

northern chile is just that rebellious. Gnarled and twisted, it refuses to lie flat on the grill 

for roasting. Likewise, it is not as readily ‘stuffed’ as the Big (and more obedient) 

Jims.”360  

For many, the chile stood as a proud metaphor for the greater culture of northern 

New Mexico that seemed set on a different course than its southern counterpart. 

“Northern New Mexico may be one of the few places left in the country where a quasi-

indigenous agriculture is still practiced,” Stanley Crawford wrote in 1997, “Few other 

areas of the country have so successfully resisted or deflected or transformed the cultural 

flood tide of Anglo-European culture. The state forms the center of a culinary bioregion, 

                                                           
359 Fray Angélico Chávez, “New Mexico’s Bonnie Prince Chile,” New Mexico Magazine (May/June 1974): 
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360 Jim Sagel, “Chile del Norte,” New Mexico Magazine (February/March 1996): 30–31; and Padilla, The 
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with chile at its flaming heart.” For Crawford, like Chavez and other writers before him, 

the northern chile was wholly separate from, and even categorically opposed to, the 

university-bred industrial chiles; it was a proud, racially charged symbol of resistance 

against the forces of modernity that had shaped the irrigated valleys to the south. 

Crawford explained that “some crops lure a person, or a people, into projecting their 

desires and hopes upon them, and gradually they yield to the human imperative to 

become what is desired. Difficult, stubborn, attractive, fiery, chile is one of those [crops], 

perhaps best of all.”361 

Yet, taking to heart such a sharp North-South narrative misses much of the nuance 

surrounding the diversity of opinions in the state and the varying approaches to 

modernity in all corners of New Mexico. Northern growers, in fact, have continued to 

grow university varieties, including the “Espanola Improved” and its derivatives that 

blended the Sandia (itself a derivative of the no. 9) and northern landrace chiles. 

Meanwhile, in southern New Mexico the chile has signified more than the industry-

driven narrative. Las Cruces–writer Denise Chávez, for example, recalled in 1996 how 

her experiences with chile in southern New Mexico, both before and after the industry’s 

rise, did not fully equate with modernity. Her freezer full of green chile, for example, felt 

“un-American” to her as a child.  In a recollection of Fabián García, she asserted her own 

meaning to the man and the crop that had had shaped her valley. “Each land has its patron 

saints. I remember my mother, Delfina Rede Chávez, talking about Dr. Fabián García… 

The Father of Chile, she called him.” In a testament to García’s respect among the 

community, Chávez continues, “She was someone who knew the value of genius, and to 
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her, he was a man unlike any other. She recalled visiting him at McBride’s Hospital in 

Las Cruces, where he lay on his deathbed, alone, nearly forgotten. ‘He was a great man, 

pobrecito,” she lamented, ‘only his own hometown didn’t know it.’”362  

  

A Twentieth-First Century Pepper: Hatch, Chile Nativo, and the GMO that Wasn’t 

“Over the past few years here in California, the Hatch chile craze has been 

building up to a crescendo,” syndicated columnist Gustavo Arrellano remarked in 2013, 

“Every year, El Rey Farms holds a massive Hatch chile roast at La Puente High School 

[in La Puente, about 20 miles from Los Angeles].... [W]hen it comes down to flavor and 

sense memory, rest assured that transplanted New Mexicans are on guard. They know 

their Hatch, and they want it to be genuine.”363 Indeed, La Puente, California has not 

been the only place far from the Land of Enchantment where green chile roasters have 

recently sprouted up in grocery store parking lots, farmers markets, and celebratory 

events. Nearly ninety years since Fabián García expressed a wish for a “national 

education program” on chile-based cuisines, the smell of roasting green chile has wafted 

its way from coast to coast. As Arrellano’s statement attests, the recent nationwide 

enthusiasm for green chile has often centered on a desire for chile grown in the small 

town of Hatch in southern New Mexico. The town’s marketing success has brought 

awareness of New Mexico’s chile industry to a wide swatch of the national population 

and helped bolster New Mexico’s brand as the epicenter of chile cuisine. Yet with its 
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successes have come concerns that once again reveal New Mexico’s fraught relationship 

with modernity.    

The small town of Hatch on the northern end of the Mesilla Valley, like others 

around it, had witnessed many crops—apples, cotton, and chile among them—in its fields 

since its founding in 1851. But it wasn’t until the town threw its first chile festival in 

1971, when a crowd of 1,500 threw horse shoes, drank beer, crowned the state’s first 

“Chile Queen,” and awarded blue ribbons for green chiles, that the identity of the place 

began to squarely align with the fiery vegetable.364 The town soon thereafter declared 

itself the “chile capital of the world,” and, since then, as the popular festivals have 

continued and as processors such as the Hatch Chile Company have spread the Hatch 

name, chile eaters far beyond New Mexico’s state lines have developed strong 

associations between the small town and New Mexico chile. The associations have 

become so deep that name “Hatch chile,” which refers to chile grown in the town of 

Hatch and not a particular variety of chile, has become nearly synonymous with New 

Mexico chile in many parts of the country. The success of the town’s reputation as the 

epicenter of chile production and its iconic status as a near synonym with New Mexico 

chile peppers can largely be attributed to the town’s chamber of commerce, but also more 

broadly benefitted from early promotional efforts of groups such as the Connoisseurs 

and, later, the work of Paul Bosland and Dave Dewitt, among a host of other writers, to 

promote the chile pepper and, especially, the New Mexican chile pepper grown 

industrially in the state’s southern irrigated valleys.  
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With the success of the Hatch name, came concerns and criticisms from both 

within and outside the New Mexico chile industry. One industry concern was that out-of-

state and foreign farmers and marketers were labeling chile grown elsewhere as “Hatch 

chile.” Drawing from these concerns, in 2011 the state passed the New Mexico Chile 

Advertising Act, which made it illegal for someone to mislabel a chile as New Mexico-

grown. The Act also made it illegal to label a chile as coming from a particular town, 

such as Hatch, unless it had been certified through the state to have been grown there. A 

separate concern among some within the industry was that the Hatch brand was 

beginning to subsume the broader New Mexico brand of chile. Dave Dewitt, for example, 

argued that the marketing tactics of Hatch producers and boosters deceived the public at 

the expense of the broader New Mexico brand. The “Hatch thing [is] a major 

con….You’re fooling people,”365 Dewitt explained:  

What the growers have done is take Hatch and turn it into a 

trademark...they’re trying to make Hatch synonymous with 

New Mexico chile…. And so they’ve got Texans saying 

Hatch chile, instead of New Mexico chile, and they have 

now invented a new valley. They’ve invented the ‘Hatch 

Valley,’ which is only the northern half of the Mesilla 

Valley. You can’t just arbitrarily go around inventing a 

valley... I talked to the Sun-News reporter who was writing 

about this, and I said, ‘You can’t do that.’ And he said, 
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‘Well, everybody calls it the Hatch Valley.’ I mean, you 

can call a dog a cat. It doesn’t make it one.366   

Yet, as the story of the Champagne apple suggests, it might not make it a cat but, with the 

right branding strategy, hardly anyone will know the difference. Ironically, Dewitt, 

himself a successful marketer and storyteller who played a large role in garnering 

national popularity for New Mexico (Hatch included) chile peppers, grasped to control a 

story he helped gain prominence. 

As the Hatch chile became a household name throughout the country, tensions 

among New Mexicans over the “genuine” identity of the New Mexico chile came to a 

fore. The chile nativo (native chile), most often associated with the small town of 

Chimayó in northern New Mexico, became a local foil for the industrial chile. Chile 

nativo refers to landrace chile varieties that have developed in local valleys over the 

course of centuries without the use of modern agricultural science or breeding methods. 

These varieties— the same hard-to-peel, variable, and inconsistent peppers Dr. Fabián 

García and his successors sought to improve—are well-adapted to local environments 

and, as often is claimed by their advocates, taste better than industrial-bred chile. While 

there are many landrace chile varieties, often named after the valleys or towns where they 

developed—Escondido, Jemez Pueblo, Velarde, and Santa Domingo Pueblo, to name 

only a few—by far the best known is the variety from Chimayó, often portrayed as a 

holdover of traditional agriculture resisting a death at the hands of industrial 

agriculture.367 
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Previous divisions surrounding chiles grown in New Mexico only deepened in 

recent years. One source of deepening divisions came with a proposed bill in the state 

legislature that earmarked money toward developing a genetically engineered (GE; or, 

alternatively, GMO, short for genetically modified organism) chile pepper at NMSU. 

General anti-GE sentiment had already been growing in the state, where in 2006 a group 

of Pueblo farmers and a group of predominantly Hispano farmers and their advocates co-

drafted a “declaration on seed sovereignty” that emphatically stated that “genetic 

modification and the potential contamination of our landraces by GE technology [is] a 

continuation of genocide upon indigenous people and [are] malicious and sacrilegious 

acts toward our ancestry, culture, and future generations.”368 Learning of the proposed 

bill in 2008, a small group of citizens and small-scale agriculture advocates swiftly 

mobilized to fight the plan. The group introduced a Farmers Liability Act that aimed to 

protect farmers from being sued if patented genes from GE chile cross-contaminated their 

fields. Though it never passed, the proposed act struck a fearful chord with many small 

farmers, gardeners, and consumers that the GE chile was not a mere annoyance they 

could live with, but rather an existential threat to the very soul of the chile pepper and its 

farmers’ livelihoods. The chorus of protest gained luster through the voices of prominent 
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global activist Vandana Shiva and local intellectuals, such as University of New Mexico 

folklorist Dr. Enrique Lamadrid.  

For Shiva and Lamadrid, the threat went deep. “Vandana Shiva tells us that one of 

the most cynical strategies of the Second Green Revolutions [sic] is to desensitize people 

by targeting their most culturally iconic plants, such as Eggplants in India and Chiles in 

New Mexico,” Lamadrid explained, “If people accept the ‘genetic engineering’ of their 

signature cultural crops, then they will not notice or complain when the Big Four move 

in—corn, soybeans, cotton, and canola.”369 Although this analysis presupposes a grand 

“strategy” by an unnamed “they” in vague terms (and also seemingly ignores the reality 

that genetically engineered cotton had already been well-established in the fields of New 

Mexico), the statement illustrates how much the industrial chile had become perceived as 

a corporate evil and an existential threat to the agricultural, cultural, and personal health 

of New Mexicans. To further develop this point, Lamadrid took to an old form of 

storytelling in collaboration with local historian Estevan Arrellano and New Mexican 

folk musician Cipriano Vigil. The three men composed a creative commentary on the GE 

chile debate through the form of a traditional corrido, or ballad, that pitted the Chile 

Chimayoso (Chimayó chile) and against a hypothetical genetically engineered chile they 

dubbed Chile Numero 10. In the corrido, the two chiles trade verses, duking it out for 

chile supremacy in the state. At stake, the authors make clear, is not just the soul of the 

chile, but the souls of the New Mexican people; “the chile and its seeds belong to our 

state,” they exclaim, “if we lose them completely, we’ll be sent to hell.”  
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In contrast to the Number 9 and the imaginary Number 10, the chile nativo in the 

corrido is delicious and strong, piquant and rooted, divine and heroic. “From my test tube 

I have come to defeat your people,” the newfangled chile sings. The modern chile is soul-

less, “motherless,” sterile, sinister, bland, preferred among “capitalists,” and, ultimately 

weak. Throughout the corrido, the authors mark a clear distinction between the rational 

science of the industrial chile and the non-modern religiosity of the native chile with 

roots in Catholic and Native religious traditions. Harkening back to the language of Fray 

Angélico Chávez roughly fifty years earlier, the poets write that the native chile was 

“born of water and sun and only seek peace from God,” and was “born in Teotihuacan 

and am of divine origin… I was reborn in the floating gardens, of the Red Earth Mother, 

son also of Tlaloc, Lord of water and rain. I am also god son of Lady Chicomecoatl, 

mother of nourishment.” With no mention of breeders, the native chile sings “God raised 

me.” As the corrido ends, the native chile calls the modern chile a “sickly,” “lazy rubber 

chile... born in a laboratory. I will never, never permit that you injure my people.” With 

that proud and unequivocal rebuke of modernity, the native chile claims a triumphant 

victory. 

The corrido is ripe with sharp dichotomies and simplifications that mask the 

nuanced history of the chile. The corrido does not, for example, address the limited 

embrace of Fabián García’s number nine chile among many throughout the north and his 

continued legacy there. After all, today some of the most celebrated farmers in northern 

New Mexico grow chiles that derive part of their genetics from the Number 9.370 Yet, 
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although Lamadrid concedes that the Number 9 is of “more honorable stock” than the 

hypothetical Numero 10, he firmly places the Number 9 in the lineage of modern chiles 

that stands against the native chile. “The staple of the chile revolution of the twentieth 

century,” Lamadrid writes in his introduction to the corrido, “Chile Number Nine gave 

birth to all the modern varieties such as Big Jim.” (This claim, in fact, is only true if taken 

figuratively; the Big Jim, like all NMSU varieties except the Sandia and its derivatives, 

does not contain genes from the Number 9 line). “But,” Lamadrid continues, “as 

connoisseurs can attest, complexity and flavor were sacrificed to achieve size, uniformity, 

and dependability.”  

Despite, or perhaps because of, its portrayal of sharp dichotomies, such 

storytelling within the campaign against the GE chile proved effective. Although the 

industry strategized “to promote GMO as environmentally-friendly [sic] agriculture” and 

develop “GMO market-friendly packaging” as early as 2003, the consumer pushback 

against the idea of GE chile proved too great to overcome and, largely for that reason, no 

GE chile as of yet exists in commercial production.371 Nonetheless, though the rhetorical 

battle over a proposed GE chile has somewhat subsided in recent years, animosity from 

northern, small-scale chile growers toward the chile industry has continued. The most 

recent issue surrounds the NM Chile Advertising Act (2012) and its amendment, 

“Expanding the Violations of the NM Chile Advertising Act” (2013), which made it 

illegal for a grower to use the name of a town, river, or any other geographic feature 

without first registering with the state. This regulation, opponents argued, would hurt 
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small-scale northern New Mexican farmers growing seeds named after their towns or 

valleys, such as Chimayó. As one chile nativo grower declared, the burdensome 

regulation “threatens the local autonomy of seed and food sovereignty.”372 With 

advertising squarely at the fore of the debate, the fight over the chile had firmly become a 

fight over its story.  

 

The Ever-evolving Pod       

“As any self-respecting chilehead knows,” wrote journalist Kent Paterson in 1999, 

“New Mexico is the center of the U.S. chile universe.” Such a statement testifies to nearly 

three decades of concerted efforts within the industry to promote the state’s chile-

growing status. In the nearly two decades since Paterson wrote these words, however, the 

state’s chile production has declined and its centrality in the “chile universe” has been 

challenged by growers elsewhere.373 The industry has suffered to competition from 

Mexico, China, India, Peru (all of whom produce far more chile than growers in the Land 

of Enchantment) and, to a smaller extent (but especially irksome to New Mexicans), 

Colorado.374 Despite this competition and the state’s decline in actual production, the 

cultural weight of the New Mexico chile pepper’s stories, far more than the sheer weight 
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of its actual harvests, continue to contribute to the state’s outsized position in national 

and international chile landscape. 

The industrial chile has many legacies in New Mexico. From north to south, and 

encompassing a diversity of opinions throughout, the rise of the industrial chile has 

brought forth new narratives and counter-narratives about the people of New Mexico 

who, like no other population in the nation, cherish the fiery vegetable. The industrial 

chile pepper has left a profound mark on the cultural landscape of New Mexico. Like 

cotton and apples before it, it has brought with it hopes of economic gains, inspired 

popular festivals, and sparked migrations of people that have in turn influenced the 

culture of the place. As Kent Paterson writes, “In southern New Mexico, chile... helped 

change the demographic and social makeup of the southern counties, drawing in a new 

wave of Mexican immigrants....”375 Yet, the industrial chile had a unique impact that goes 

beyond dreams of wealth, celebrations, and demographic shifts, which, as I show 

elsewhere in this dissertation, had followed previous industrial crops into the region. 

What the chile did, and that previous industrial crops did not, was to bring that 

industrialization into the heart of New Mexico cultural identity. For the first time, New 

Mexicans, throughout the state, associated their very culture with a crop that was 

industrially produced.  

With that change came a level of both pride and conflict. As the industry boomed 

and New Mexico chile became more prominent nationwide, the pepper became even 

more laden with rich, and often conflicting, narratives about the people who grow, 

depend on, and cherish it. The new narratives that emerged for the chile pepper fell in 
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line with a long tradition of “invented traditions” in American agriculture. From grand 

narratives such as Jefferson’s mythic yeoman farmer to small tales such as Old Jim 

Young’s Champagne apple, the agricultural history of the nation is rife with stories that 

stretch the truth to project a more marketable image of American farm life. These stories 

fall into a broad category of invented traditions that, in the words of Chris Wilson, 

“rework serviceable fragments from our regional, family, and ethnic traditions, mixed 

with borrowings from other times and peoples, and leavened by pure invention.”376  Such 

traditions, Wilson explains, often tap into a growing, popular anxiety over modernity; 

they are modern tools designed to mask their very modernity.  

In the case of New Mexico and its famed chile pepper, inventions ranged from 

new narratives about the origin of the first scientific chile to new mythologies of a native 

chile, complete with a divine voice that spoke for a people rejecting many of the tenets of 

modern agribusiness. On one end of the spectrum, these inventions bolstered New 

Mexico’s claim to a central place in modern agriculture; on the other end, they bolstered 

its claim as a site of resistance to modern agriculture. In all cases, the stories attached to 

the chile pepper reveal not only the prominence of storytelling in American agriculture, 

they reveal how New Mexicans celebrated and contested the greater project of modernity 

in their fields and with their pens. 
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Conclusion 

The history of a people is intricately entwined with the history of the plants they 

grow, consume, and, sometimes, celebrate. This history of three of New Mexico’s most 

important crops in the twentieth century—apples, cotton, and chile—brings to light these 

entwined relationships and helps illustrate how the region’s agricultural past fits into the 

broader social, cultural, and environmental history of the Southwest and the nation. Their 

histories in twentieth-century New Mexico explain migrations of plants and people; 

reveal the contingencies of industrialization and the contestations surrounding modernity; 

and underscore the powerful cultural effects of agriculture.  

Migrations have been a continual theme to these stories. Agriculture, though often 

associated with farmers deeply rooted on a single farm in a single place, is a dynamic 

process that encourages relocations of many sorts. “I think it’s indisputable,” syndicated 

columnist Gustavo Arellano concluded as he mused on a New Mexico green chile roast at 

a Los Angeles-area event in 2013, “that genuine New Mexican food finds its roots in 

relocation and migration.”377 With roots that stretch back through the twentieth century to 

Fabián García’s work as borderlands intermediary who bridged cultural divides and 

sourced seeds from throughout the greater Southwest, the New Mexico chile’s 

appearance in Los Angeles represented an ironic homecoming in a long history of 

agricultural migrations that have defined the agriculture of the region. Whether it has 

been the growers and workers who all brought diverse cultural customs, or the seeds and 

plants that came laden with embedded labor, stories, and (sometimes) pests, New 
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Mexican agriculture in the twentieth century has witnessed constant migrations of plants, 

insects, and people that have had a significant impact on the physical and cultural 

landscape of the region.  

These migrations, born out of desires to industrialize the agriculture of the region, 

point to a broader history of modernity and agriculture in New Mexico. These histories of 

apples, cotton, and chile all offer an illustrative view into the relationship between 

agriculture and modernity in twentieth-century New Mexico. Each crop has brought with 

it modern technologies and innovations—from pesticides and spray laws to innovative 

advertising, from highly organized seed districts to greenhouses, from scientifically bred 

seeds to carefully crafted stories about those seeds—that have led to new agricultural 

possibilities and broader cultural change. Yet, as a swell of modernity has unfurled in the 

region’s agricultural landscape, farms became the site of resistance and contestation to 

modernity, as well. Whether it was a small-scale apple grower protesting spray laws, a 

group of workers at Stahmann’s organizing matachines dances, or writers and scholars 

creating counter-narratives to entrenched stories of the modern chile, seemingly small 

moments in the state’s agricultural past have added up to a sustained challenge to rethink 

the course of agricultural industry. 

This course of agricultural industry, we have seen, has been non-linear, 

conglomerate, and highly contingent. For all those concerned with current problems 

surrounding industrial food production, the contingencies of the industrial past may 

provide a hopeful reminder that change in course is possible. This non-linear history of 

agriculture also points to myriad ways agricultural industry has relied on various “non-

industrial” forms of agriculture. Upon close examination, a binary consisting of two 
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wholly separate agricultural systems gives way to a more nuanced portrait of countless 

agricultural approaches interconnected in many and often surprising ways. Whether it has 

been industrial seed, such as Acala cotton or Sandia chile, with a genetic legacy shaped 

by countless generations of farmers developing the seed in small-scale diversified 

systems, or whether it has been Chinese weeder geese cultivating thousands of acres of 

cotton, old technologies born far from industry have helped industrial growers succeed. 

Beyond the physical technologies, modern agriculturalists have also often employed 

imagery of non-modern traditions to help sell their products, such as in the cases of 

boosters using the manzanas mejicanas to promote New Mexico’s apple industry, or 

James Webb Young employing the yeoman myth to sell apples to New Yorkers. 

Industrial agriculture is a malleable set of systems that, in many ways, has relied on 

traditional forms of agriculture.  

As this dissertation has focused heavily on the cultural side of agricultural 

industrialization, we have seen that storytelling is not an afterthought to modern 

agriculture, but rather is a central component. From mythical origins of the Manzano 

apple orchard to James Webb Young’s Champagne apples, from the early cotton festivals 

to Stahmann’s “junior geese” and pecans, and from Fabián García’s musings over a 

national education program surrounding chile to recrafted narratives of Fabián García 

himself, storytelling has been a common thread of efforts to bring success to agricultural 

industry in the state throughout the twentieth century. Yet, as the example of the chile 

nativo and the successful effort to generate a public outcry about a GE chile highlights, 

stories have also been central to efforts to resist facets of industrialization. The integral 

nature of storytelling to both agricultural industrialization and its counter-movements 
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provides a potential lesson for all those interested in seeing changes in agriculture or 

agricultural policy: it may be just as useful to take hold of pen as it would a hoe.  

Stories of crops, like the seeds of the crops themselves, continually evolve. 

Similar to seeds that have been bred and manipulated to suit the needs of growers or an 

industry, stories about crops reflect a people’s deeper cultural values. Also like seeds, 

whose genetics continual adapt to their climate, stories of plants change with the 

changing cultural and social landscape they live in. Just as breeders cannot easily 

maintain a seed’s genetics after it leaves their test plots, storytellers cannot easily claim a 

final word on the story of any plant. Crops and their stories co-evolve, shaping each other 

in ways that no single person could easily predict. This dissertation, an investigation on 

the co-evolving relationship between crops and their stories, ultimately is itself another 

story in the long, ever-evolving, and continually contested history of agriculture of the 

region.   
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