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New Deal Success or "Noble Failure"?
BOSQUE FARMS' EARLY YEARS AS A FEDERAL
RESETTLEMENT PROJECT,

1935-1939

Richard Melzer

T

he federal government hired a cadre of talented photographers to capture images of personal misery and chronic rural poverty during the
nation's Great Depression of the 1930s. Working for the New Deal's Farm
Security Administration (FSA), gifted photographers such as Walker Evans,
Dorothea Lange, Russell W. Lee, Arthur Rothstein, and Ben Shahn provided compelling evidence that Congress could not ignore while enacting
legislation to assist the nation's most destitute families. Indefatigable FSA
photographers shot more than 164,000 images of people and places across
the United States from 1935 to 1943.1
More than 3>230 FSA images documented the depths of poverty suffered
by diverse groups of people in New Mexico, including sheepherders on the
Navajo reservation in the northwest, Anglo homesteaders near Pie Town in
the west, and Hispanic farmers near Taos in the north. Using their keen
artistic and observational skills, Rothstein and Lange also photographed residents of a fledgling agricultural community known as Bosque Farms, New

Mexico.'
Taken by Lange in December 1935 and by Rothstein in April 1936,the FSA's
thirty-two photos of Bosque Farms depict the early stages of a government
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resettlement project during some of the darkest days of the Great Depression. Unfortunately, other than this small photo collection and a comparative study of twelve resettlement communities in the Rocky Mountain West,
historians know little about this federal government project located twenty
miles south of Albuquerque.' In fact a popular belief prescribes that despite
its original settlers' abject poverty, Bosque Farms developed rather quickly
into a peaceful, relatively prosperous small town, the beneficiary of good
planning and government largess." We now know that nothing could be
further from the truth during Bosque Farms' turbulent early years from 1935
to 1939.
Bosque Farms' original settlers arrived in the Middle Rio Grande Valley
in the spring of 1935 as part of a national resettlement program initiated by
Pres. Franklin D. Roosevelt's administration under the leadership of agricultural economist Rexford G. Tugwell. Tugwell later wrote that FOR became "immediately interested" in the program and made it an important
part of his New Deal "because it touched matters he cared about ... great[ly]."
According to Tugwell, "We both thought it must surely succeed and serve a
highly useful purpose." Roosevelt created the Resettlement Administration
(RA) by Executive Order 7027. Bosque Farms was one of sixty-four similar
resettlement communities created by the RA (and later administered by the
FSA) between 1935 and 1945.6
The government's ambitious resettlement program made perfect sense,
in theory and intent. As many as 650,000 farm families in the United States
lived on approximately 100 million acres of submarginal land with little
economic potential in the best of times, no less during the Great Depression. Most of this largely unproductive land lay in arid portions of the U.S.
West, where late-arriving farmers had tried their luck after earlier pioneers
had claimed the best, most fertile lands. Overusing poor soil with outdated
farming practices made a bad economic situation far worse. Drought, dust
storms, and grasshoppers only heightened the disaster for thousands of desperate western farmers by the early 193os.7
Land-use planners hoped to assistfarmers for environmental as well as
economic reasons. The misuse of millions of acres of land had caused an
environmental disaster that threatened to affect the country's natural resources for decades to come. Planners, reformers, and agricultural economists like Tugwell sought to acquire and control endangered land either
to return it to its natural state or use it for more appropriate pursuits, such
as grazing. 8
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Bosque Farms' original settlers had attempted to farm on submarginal
land in Taos Junction, thirty miles west of Taos in northern New Mexico.
Ironically, many of these farmers had recently migrated to Taos Junction
from Roger Mills County in western Oklahoma where they had already
experienced a series of economic and environmental disasters. Participants
in the land rush of 1892, farmers in Roger Mills County had prospered in
the early years of the twentieth century when the region enjoyed unusually
abundant rainfall. The same region, however, experienced extreme drought
in ten of the twenty years from 1914 to 1934. By the early 1930s, the county's
most destitute farmers qualified for federal government relief. Over 1,5°°
county farmers agreed to significantly reduce their cotton acreage, and many
agreed to sell their cattle to the government in an effort to affect farm prices.
While most residents opted to remain in Roger Mills County, many of them
migrated, resulting in a 24 percent net loss of the county's population between 1930and 1940.9
Several families from western Oklahoma went to Taos Junction, only to be
disappointed again. Joining other farmers in this section of northern New
Mexico during the late 1920S and early 1930s, migrants from Oklahoma soon
realized that much of the land they had purchased or leased was so poor that
families were often forced to cut firewood or apply for relief in order to survive. In 1935 U.S. government representatives urged Taos Junction farmers to
sell or abandon their unproductive farms and relocate to a new RA project
elsewhere in New Mexico. Enough families in Taos Junction showed interest
in the government's resettlement offer that they formed a small committee to
inspect possible relocation sites in the state. After trips to various locations,
the committee unanimously chose Bosque Farms as the best alternative."
Why members of the farmers' committee chose Bosque Farms as their
preferred resettlement site is difficult to fathom. Perhaps the site's proximity
to Albuquerque and its potential market for whatever cash crop the farmers
would eventually grow influenced their decision. Perhaps committee members were interested in irrigation farming along the Rio Grande after years
of dry-land farming with unpredictable, often disappointing results. Or perhaps, with the encouragement of overly optimistic government agents, farmers were convinced that any change was better than what they had
experienced at Taos Junction. In the words of historian Walter Prescott
Webb, the American West can be seen as a "perpetual mirage," forever
drawing settlers from one horizon to the next, especially if the last horizon
had failed to meet their sometimes exaggerated expectations." According
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to the AlbuquerqueJournal, the resettlers truly believed that "Within a years'
[sic] time the Bosque Farms [project] will be a [quiet, industrious] community of little farms, each with its neat, comfortable house and garden."12
Ironically, the area that became Bosque Farms had never been conducive to agriculture. Covering the terrain were large cottonwood trees that
would have to be cleared, sandy hills that needed to be leveled, and swampy
land that would have to be drained before agricultural activities would be
possible, no less profitable. Supposedly, the trees surrounding Bosque Farms
were so densely packed that a truck could not drive between them. If it did
manage to maneuver around such obstacles, the vehicle probably got stuck
in the area's prevalent sand or mud. To make matters worse, even the most
cursory analysis would have revealed a high alkaline content in much of the
soil meant for farming."
The government's selection of Bosque Farms must also be questioned
for all the same reasons. The RA had reportedly scrutinized each resettlement site to find the best options and avoid costly mistakes. RA officials had
found such a high alkaline content in the soil at a proposed site along the
Green River in Utah that they had wisely scrapped the entire project before
it began." Why had the RA not drawn a similar conclusion at Bosque Farms?
There are three probable answers to this question. First, good, relatively
inexpensive land in the Rio Grande Valley was scarce by the mid-1930S,
limiting options for RA officials. Second, the Middle Rio Grande Conservancy District (MRGCD), founded in 1923, had just completed its storage
dam at El Vado and diversion dams at four locations, including Isleta Pueblo,
making irrigation farming more feasible and the valley less prone to disastrous flooding that had plagued its residents for centuries. Finally, political
expediency, rather than objective criteria, may have caused the government
to favor Bosque Farms as the site of New Mexico's main resettlement project.
Although not always true, charges of political influence in New Deal projects
prevailed in New Mexico as a whole and Valencia County in particular."
Bosque Farms had been part of a Spanish land grant dating from 1716.
Known as Bosque del Pinos, or simply Los Pinos, the grant had been sold
several times to various owners, including Francisco X. Chavez, who bought
it in 1819, and Eduardo Otero, a member of the powerful Luna-Otero family, who purchased it in 1906. Although he had attempted to raise Berkshire
horses, had built a hay barn, and had employed as many as thirty workers,
Otero, with all his wealth and influence, could not turn a profit. Otero sold
some of his land to individual farmers, but repossessed much of his property

WINTER 2010

MELZER+5

when most of the buyers defaulted on their scheduled payments, especially
during the first, and worst, years of the Great Depression. When Otero died
in April 1932, his 2,425 acres were sold to the New Mexico Rural Rehabilitation Corporation, which in turn sold the large tract to the recently created
RA for $72,720 in 1935 (approximately $1 million today)."
A smaller group of eleven families from Mills, New Mexico, soon joined
those from Taos Junction in Bosque Farms. Located in Harding County on
New Mexico's eastern plains, Mills was largely populated by small farmers
who had purchased their 160- to 200-acre farms from the New York-based
Wilson Land Corporation in the early 1920S. Unfortunately, like many land
sale companies in the West, the Wilson Land Corporation had employed
hyperbole to advertise its deficient product. A company brochure promised
farmers an average rainfall of twenty-three inches per year in a "delightful
climate" where "crop damage from hot winds is unknown." According to
the Wilson Land Corporation, Harding County's "exceptionally choice farm
land" had been "producing excellent crops since 1915," as drought was "a
calamity unknown in this section." Calling Harding County the "heart of
the grain belt," the company enticed interested buyers with "easy terms"
and "small cash payments."?
Of course the Wilson Land Corporation's sales pitch was too good to be
true. Rainfall in Harding County averages fourteen inches per year, and,
while years of good rain have occurred, most years are dry. Although good
wheat crops existed during the best years of the early twentieth century, the
company had depleted much of the soil's nutrients with its aggressive farming techniques during World War I, when the price of wheat had skyrocketed in response to wartime demands. As one historian aptly puts it, "The
aftermath of the bonanza [caused by World War I] destroyed farming [land
in much of Harding County] as efficiently as trench warfare had wrecked
the wheat fields of France [in combat conditions] ."18 Unable to farm their
submarginal plots, most families could not pay their mortgages, let alone
cover the debts they had accumulated in the Wilson Land Corporation's
local mercantile store, grocery store, grain elevator, and mill. As one measure of their poverty, 25 percent of all Harding County landowners owed
delinquent taxes by the mid-icjos."
Conditions grew far worse when northeastern New Mexico fell victim to
the drought and terrible windstorms of the Dust Bowl era (1933-1939). Frightful stories of the Dust Bowl abound. Dust storms, known as Black Blizzards,
blew fine dust over every exposed surface, eventually burying thousands of
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acres ofland as well as whatever vehicles, farming equipment, and fences had
been left in the open. Layers of dust blanketed home interiors. Food had to be
covered with towels. Dust in the air made it difficult to breathe, particularly
for children and the elderly. Although many wore masks to cover their mouths
and noses, thousands caught dust pneumonia, commonly known as the "brown
plague." Nine men, women, and children from Harding County died in a
five-day period in 1935. Visibility was so poor that drivers often got lost
during the day; few dared to travel at night. When Lange arrived to photograph conditions in Harding County in 1935, she was caught in a particularly powerful blizzard. A year later, Rothstein visited another area impacted
by the Dust Bowl and recalled, "I could hardly breathe because the dust
was everywhere." Rothstein had great difficulty photographing what he
witnessed because blowing dust made "my hands and face sting."20
While some farmers vowed to "tough it through," most could not afford
to stay; an estimated 250,000 men, women, and children fled the Dust Bowl
region during the 1930S. Those who chose to leave were vulnerable to federal government agents who used many of the same exaggerated promises
that the Wilson Land Corporation had used to entice small farmers to
Harding County during the 1920S. Government brochures depicted planned"
resettlement communities as veritable Gardens of Eden with good soil, fine
housing, and abundant sources of water. While many refused to be duped
again, eleven families saw no viable option and agreed to migrate from Mills
to Bosque Farms in 1935. The federal government bought most of the submarginal lands those eleven families and others left behind. By 1941 Mills,
New Mexico, was little more than a ghost town."
Who were these men and women who had agreed to join a resettlement
project approximately two hundred miles from their homes in Taos and
Harding counties? As reflected in a sample group of seventeen individuals,
the farmers' ages averaged thirty-nine in 1935. Fifty-six percent were born in
either Oklahoma or Texas. Eighty-eight percent were married, with an average of 2-4 children per family, according to the U.S. Census of 1930. The
percentage of married men and the number of children per family undoubtedly increased five years later. Several families knew each other as friends or
relatives before migrating to Bosque Farms. Most of them had engaged in
"hit or miss" tenant farming on poor land during much of their adult lives.
Each family had moved at least once between 1930 and 1935, before migrating to Bosque Farms. Many of them had been so mobile that they had not
been located, no less identified or counted, by U.S. census takers in 1930.22
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Having decided to migrate to Bosque Farms, resettlers began to move
their few possessions south or west to their new homes in the Rio Grande
Valley. Everett W. Archer of Taos Junction arrived first on 1 March 1935.
Often using unreliable means of transportation, many resettlers resembled
the "Okies," or displaced farmers of the Dust Bowl region, who traveled on
U.S. Route 66 to California in scenes like those depicted by writer John
Steinbeck in his classic novel The Grapes of Wrath (1939). Lacking any
other means of transportation, zi-year-old George R. Rogers of Taos Junction drove his string of mules 130 miles in four days by foot. With no money
to shoe his livestock, Rogers got as far as Albuquerque before his animals
"crippled up." Other families made equally unusual trips to their new homes.
Ray H. Mitchell, from Harding County, transported a hundred chickens in
cages atop an old school bus he owned. The chickens continued to roost,
with many of their eggs dropping from the top of the bus. "With the eggs
rolling off on the pavement as we went," said Mitchell, "you could track me
by those eggs."23

ILL. 1. TAOS JUNCTION MOTHER AND CHILDREN IN TEMPORARY HOUSING,

1935
(Photograph by Dorothea Lange, courtesy Farm Security AdministrationOffice of War Information Photograph Collection, Prints and
Photographs Division, Library of Congress, LC-USF34-o02770-E)
BOSQUE FARMS, NEW MEXICO,
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With no housing awaiting them in Bosque Farms, newly arrived resettlers
faced months of primitive habitation in makeshift quarters. Some families
lived in tents. About a dozen families lived in Otero's old hay barn, with blankets draped over ropes to afford a small degree of privacy. Most of the resettlers
eventually lived in small wooden structures, later used as farm-utility buildings. Archer, his wife, and four children (one of whom was epileptic) lived in
a sixteen-by-thirty-two-footshack "filled with holes and cracks." Women often
washed their families' clothes in the nearby Rio Grande. All the families shared
four outhouses until additional "sanitary units" could be built. Distressed by
these adverse living conditions, Valencia County political leader Joe Tondre
wrote to New Mexico governor Clyde Tingley as winter approached in 1935
that the resettlers' troubles "are REAL, and I dont [sic] mean maybe." Some
resettlers expressed their concerns to Tugwell when he inspected Bosque Farms
during a brief trip to New Mexico in mid-1935. Three months later, a delegation of five resettlers requested a private meeting with Governor Tingley to
describe their plight and seek his assistance. Little, however, changed. In the
words of one settler, "[W]e suffered misery and untole [sic] privations.'?'
Arriving too late in the season to clear much land and plant a crop in
1935, resettlement farmers grew a vegetable garden on a small plot ofland
on the project's north side. The families had planned to work the land and
share its bounty, but the little amount of vegetables produced was unequally
distributed, and those constituents who met with Governor Tingley in October 1935 judged it a failure. Some families resorted to picking wild asparagus that grew along county roads. The federal government shipped 120head
of cattle by train to nearby Los Lunas, New Mexico. Resettlers Ray Mitchell
and Eloy Burns herded the cows down Main Street in Los Lunas and then
to Bosque Farms, where the animals were shot, butchered, and offered to
resettlement families for ten cents a pound. Many resettlers were too poor
to afford the luxury of eating meat even at this low price."
Meanwhile, work began on cutting down trees, leveling the land, draining its swampy terrain, and digging miles of irrigation ditches. Although the
MRGCD helped drain the swamps, enough water remained that health
officials feared an outbreak of malaria in 1937.26 Earning small daily wages,
resettlers and hundreds of local workers arduously cut trees and leveled the
land. So many cottonwood trees were cut down that simply disposing of the
wood became a problem. Resettlement families used much of the wood for
fuel, while residents from up and down the valley hauled away most of what
remained."
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Leveling the hilly terrain posed much larger problems for project engineers. They used horses to extract tree stumps and to pull leveling apparatuses, known as fresnos and slips, but it soon became apparent that not
enough horses were available to do the work. To help solve the problem,
over a hundred wild horses were rounded up from the Organ Mountains in
southern New Mexico and transported to Bosque Farms, where Mitchell
and other resettlers who had past experience with this rugged work broke the
horses. This solution, however, was insufficient. Tractors and caterpillars were
eventually brought in to help,
but only after project managers dealt with frequent delays
and miles of bureaucratic red
tape. The land was not completely cleared until September 1936. The clearing project
cost sixtydollars per acre, making it one of the most expensive resettlement projects not
only in the Rocky Mountain
West but among similar communities across the nation."
Next, men dug miles of
ditches in preparation for irrigation and drainage. A difficult process became more
arduous with major changes ILL. 2. RESETTLER WITH LAND LEVELING
EQUIPMENT, BOSQUE FARMS, NEW MEXICO,

1935

in planning, often caused by
(Photograph by Dorothea Lange, courtesy
poor coordination between
Farm Security Administration-Office of War
and within RA departments.
Information Photograph Collection, Prints and
Farmers complained that fre- Photographs Division, Library of Congress,
quently altered plans resulted LC-USF34-001642-E)
in sometimes digging irrigation ditches in the middle of a tract ofland only to cover them up and being
told to dig ~ew ditches somewhere else. Each change in plans caused frustrating delays in planting, no less harvesting crops. Farmers-and the taxpaying public-grew more and more impatient."
Aswork progressed slowly, resettlers attempted to live as normally as possible. Delfino Gonzales Jr. and Minnie Lora Smith, the first boy and first

10
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girl born in Bosque Farms, arrived on 18 April and 27 June 1935, respectively.A three-room wooden schoolhouse was hastily built in time for school
to start in the fall of 1935. Older children were transported six miles to Los
Lunas High School, traveling in the back of a pickup truck with an attached
wooden covering to protect them from the elements. As often happens when
male youths arrive in new social settings, so many fights broke out between
local teenagers and those from Bosque Farms that the high school's principal had to separate the groups, even at lunch. High school students from
Los Lunas and Bosque Farms later admitted that relations between the two
groups eventually improved."

ILL.

3.

TEMPORARY SCHOOLHOUSE, BOSQUE FARMS, NEW

MEXICO,

1936

(Photograph by Arthur Rothstein, courtesy Farm Security
Administration-Office of War Information Photograph
Collection, Prints and Photographs Division, Library of
Congress, LC-USF34-oo2974-E)
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Tensions, however, continued to mount in Bosque Farms, culminating in
the resettlement project's greatest crisis, which occurred in August 1936. On 1
May 1935, shortly after resettlers from Taos Junction and Mills first arrived,
project manager John Conroy had held a drawing to determine which families would receive which plots ofland to rent and eventually purchase. Using
a hat to hold slips of paper with family names, the men from Taos Junction
drew first, perhaps because it had been their committee that first chose the
Bosque Farms site. The families from Mills drew next. By the end of the
drawing, all families had been allotted plots of land ranging in size from
thirty to eighty-seven acres, with the average farm equaling fifty-three acres."
Most families seemed satisfied with the results of the drawing. Then, in
August 1936, seventeen_resettlers were called into Conroy's office and told
that a new government survey had revealed that enough land did not exist
for everyone. Only forty-two families could remain. The seventeen that had
been summoned would have to leave, albeit with the understanding that
the government would attempt to assist them if and when more land was
available at other resettlement projects in New Mexico. With plans for only
two other small projects in the state, the odds of re-resettlement were slim."
The RA could not have anticipated the firestorm of protest that followed.
Within days of the notifications, resettlers from both Taos Junction and Mills
launched a well-organized, unified political campaign, insisting there was
ample room for all families to remain on the site and prosper. Individuals
and groups corresponded with key political leaders in New Mexico, including U.S. senator Dennis Chavez and U.S. representative John J. Dempsey."
Many addressed their concerns to RA officials, especially Tugwell and Joseph L. Dailey, a former New Mexico state district judge who had been
called to Washington, D.C., to help administer the RA in 1935. 34 Resettlers
organized a petition drive, gathering 44 signatures and representing 56 percent of the families that had moved from Mills and 81 percent of the families that had come from Taos [unction." Delegates met with RA officials
and Governor Tingley." Some resettlers eventually retained an Albuquerque lawyer who went so far as to write to President Roosevelt on his clients'
behalf. rl In each instance, the resettlers asserted their "honest desire that
each and every client who now resides on the Bosque Farms Project be
given the privilege of resettlement on this project."38
Why did the farmers of Bosque Farms remain rational, nonviolent, and
united in their protest against the expulsion of seventeen families, many of
whom had been strangers until fate had brought all fifty-nine families to-
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MAP 1. RESETTLEMENT ADMINISTRATION MAP OF BOSQUE FARMS, NEW MEXICO

"Highway 66" (US. Route 66) on the map ran through the east side of
Bosque Farms until 1937. Today it is State Road 47.
(Map courtesy National Archives and Records Administration, box 429, State
Projects File, Record Group 96, National Archives, College Park, Maryland)
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gether in a federal resettlement project?" Perhaps resettlers from Taos Junction and Mills had quickly bonded, given the analogous circumstances that
had brought them to Bosque Farms and the similar problems they had faced
since their arrival. In addition, those families not threatened with expulsion
undoubtedly worried that the experiences of the ill-fated seventeen families
might well happen to them if nothing was done to stop the expulsion proceedings. Finally, as was often repeated at meetings and in their correspondence, the farmers sincerely hoped the Bosque Farms project would succeed
"in a big way" for the benefit of each family and the project as a whole.
Despite everything that had happened since the spring of 1935, most resettlers
were still committed to their new community and the dreams that had drawn
them to this place from the start."
Despite their determined efforts, protesters lost the struggle to save most
of the families expelled from Bosque Farms. Without access to confidential
government correspondence, resettlers could not have known the real reasons why seventeen of their neighbors had been asked to leave when officials claimed that enough land did not exist for everyone. Upset already, the
resettlers would have been outraged (perhaps to the point of violence) if
they had known the RA's true thinking, as revealed in a government report
dated 7 September 1936.
Summarizing each family's status, the report disclosed that seven resettlers
in Bosque Farms had been asked to leave for legitimate, if not always compassionate, reasons. Four farmers, aged sixty to seventy-one, had agreed with
project leaders that they were too old to farm large tracts ofland, preferring
to settle on smaller plots elsewhere. Three other resettlers allegedly had "no
valid claim for resettlement" as they had not gone through the qualifying
process and had simply tagged along with other resettlers, mostly relatives,
when the latter had migrated to Bosque Farms in 1935. The government
maintained a majority of the affected farmers lagged far behind in repaying
their debt. Five of the seventeen were singled out for "bad attitudes" regarding their financial responsibilities."
Explanations for the remaining farmers' expulsion were far more subjective and prejudicial. RA officials accused each farmer of having one or more
fatal character flaws. They claimed one thirty-two-year-old man was a "weak
character," an "undesirable citizen," and a philanderer, all based on "evidence that he has had immoral relations with one of the settler's wives."
Another resettler had a large debt, a "poor reputation for honesty," and a
family prone to illness. A third individual had five children, including a
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little girl with polio, but was known to "spread dissention and dissatisfaction" in the community. He reportedly belonged to a faction that believed
"the government owes them a living and the more trouble they cause, the
more the government will help them to secure it." The report identified a
fourth resettler as "the most undesirable" of all the farmers in Bosque Farms,
despite his claims that he had a college education, had taught public school
for ten years, and had served as an "amateur preacher." Government bureaucrats classified this individual as an "agitator with none too many
scruples" who talked of organizing his "oppressed" neighbors and defending their rights as American citizens. In his opinion, conditions at Bosque
Farms were worse than in "Red Russia."?
RAofficialsaccused the remaining exiled farmers of similar troublemaking
activities. None were confronted with these charges, no less given a chance to
defend themselves or their reputations. All were told to simply pack up and
leave, based on the excuse that there was not enough land to farm. Whether
the miscalculation of land use was real or contrived, the RA had exploited
the moment to carry out a purge of "undesirables" in Bosque Farms. The
seventeen families could not leave soon enough for acting community manager G. L. Seligman. In early 1937, Seligman complained that the "excess
clients" had "not moved fast enough" and were now "in the way" because
their temporary houses were "located in the middle of the fields [about] to
be leveled."43
Despite their inability to save their ousted neighbors, the remaining
resettlers in Bosque Farms continued to employ nonviolent, rational methods to address problems as they arose. While some observers have claimed
that resettlers were often too "uneducated," "contentious," and "intractable"
to be effective citizens, the residents of Bosque Farms proved by their actions and words that these accusations were biased and grossly unfair." Farmers used admirable skills when dealing with three issues in particular: arbitrary
management, intrusive decision making, and adjusting to new irrigation
farming techniques.
First, many resettlers expressed their dissatisfaction with project supervisors. Farmers blamed management for the slow pace of work in both the
preparation of land for farming and the construction of permanent housing. Twenty-six petitioners asserted that while "we are all very proud of the
Bosque [Farms] Project [we are kept] in doubt all the time" regarding current activities and future plans." The government's failure to explain policy
shifts and other crucial information undoubtedly increased feelings of inse-
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curity and alienation among resettlers who were seldom encouraged to ask
questions, no less voice their opinions. One letter writer claimed that many
resettlers "are afraid to express their sentiments ... as those who have criticized the work and inefficiency of the Farm Management have been made
to suffer in various ways while the yes men are a privileged class."46 Several
men claimed that they had been reticent in their remarks when Tugwell
visited the site in 1935 because they had feared retribution by management."
Resettlers criticized some managers for their personal arrogance when
dealing with individual farmers. Former project manager Conroy, now
Bosque Farms community manager, seemed to have little time for resettlers
who came to his office, appearing curt and impatient with those who finally
saw him. Residents said Conroy made them feel like "a bunch of paupers
[with] no head [sic] of their own." They even accused later community
manager John R. Curry of trying to dictate morals when he banned all dances
at the recently opened community center in early 1938. Curry claimed that
the dances had led to drinking and fighting among those who attended the
events from Bosque Farms and neighboring villages. Curry supposedly went
so far as to have beer cans and broken glass scattered on the community
center's floor to "prove" how far conditions had deteriorated."
Disgruntled resettlers confronted Curry on 11 February 1938, telling him
that "if they had to ask the community manager or anyone else about the
use of the building that they were under a 'Stalin' government and were no
better than serfs.':" Reporting this confrontation to his regional director in
Amarillo, Texas, Curry believed that "this is going to be a finish battle ... on
the same old issue which is: whether the clients will govern the Project or
whether it will be governed by the Farm Security Adrninistration.?" Fortunately, cooler heads prevailed and a crisis was averted. The resettlers' allusion to Stalinist dictatorial rule, however, was telling. Having restricted their
protests to legal, rational means, resettlers simply hoped to exercise their
democratic rights as American citizens, especially within a New Deal government project."
Well aware of managerial problems at Bosque Farms, government officials at the regional and national levels spent considerable time and energy
visiting the site, holding meetings, and writing interoffice memos to consider what to do. While some of the resettlers' complaints about managers
were dismissed as simple scapegoating, others were taken more seriously
and investigated. As a result, some managers were supported, but others
were dismissed or transferred. Conroy was "relieved" of duty as were three

16? NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

VOLUME 85, NUMBER I

lower level supervisors whom bureaucrats found to be incapable, inefficient,
frequently intoxicated on the job, or "overly friendly with the wife of one of
the clients." Resettlers appreciated most of these changes but objected when
some managers were retained while others, whom they admired as "square
shooters," were disrnissed.?
The resettlers' second main concern was directly related to their first.
Most resettlers had sold their submarginal land to the RA in 1935,agreeing
to leave their money in the government's hands in anticipation of the day
when they would payoff their accumulated debts and be able to purchase
their new land and homes in Bosque Farms. Until that day, families were' ~.
required to submit annual budgets, a sound financial practice meant to in- ,),""
crease the odds of their future economic success. A review board, which
often insisted on revisions, had to approve each farmer's budget. In a system
known as "supervised credit," the community manager had to approve all
purchases based on a family's budget. Families were required to keep track
of their spending in exacting record books throughout the year.?
As independent farmers, the resettlers in Bosque Farms were not accustomed to anyone, particularly the federal government, dictating their purchases, invading their privacy, and controlling a major portion of their lives.
The procedure became particularly irksome and humiliating when resettlers
had to deal with condescending project managers who reportedly favored
some families over others. In one case, a farmer requested money from his
account to purchase a new washing machine. He reported that his appeal
was "repeatedly refused," while other requests for washing machines, made
by families with younger wives and fewer children, were approved. Resettlers
encountered similar problems in buying essential items such as cook stoves
and heating stoves."
Resettlers were also disturbed because they were required to purchase
certain items at higher prices than they were able to find in Valencia County,
owing to the government's negotiated contracts for the same items at a higher
cost. Hay, for example, sold at $7.5° a ton locally, but resettlers were required to pay twice as much because of a government contract with suppliers. Often unable to plant a crop until 1937, many farmers slipped further
and further into debt. "We are all in worse condition now then [sic] we were
before we came to Bosque Farms," wrote a frustrated Albert B. Smith. 55
Government control of individual decision making went far beyond the
financial realm. It seemed that government planners in far off regional or
national offices, usually without consultation with the very people who were
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expected to abide by these decisions, dictated nearly every aspect of the
resettlers' lives and farming operations. Strangers who mayor may not have
ever visited the Middle Rio Grande Valley mandated everything, from the
kinds of crops and fruit trees that could be planted to the exact location of
each row of crops and trees. Plans for a typical farm in Bosque Farms called
for a 100 x 125 foot orchard with one pear, one quince, two cherry, three
peach, three plum, and ten apple trees. A 95 x 100 foot garden was placed by
the orchard, with crop fields and pasture land beyond.f Once made, plans
were difficult to alter, no matter how obvious the mistake or problem. Government architects in California went so far as to omit windows from the
west side of each Bosque Farms house in an effort to reduce afternoon heat
in the new homes. These designs proved "obviously wrong" to workers building west-facing homes since each of the dozen affected houses would be
without any view of the front or the street. It took a representative from the
RA's regional office to visit Bosque Farms, inspect the situation, and finally
order appropriate design changes.? Resettlers objected to such rigid planning, as did contemporary commentators close to the scene. Calling Bosque
Farms a "comedy of errors," one Albuquerque newspaper editorialized that
the project was planned so that "every broom ... was to stand in the same
corner [and] each field was to be planted in [exact rows].... And, boy, what
a mess they have made of it. You can't regiment a bunch of farmers [with]
goose step [methods such as these] ."58
As with financial planning, agricultural assistance had its advantages,
especially in the hands of well-meaning, expert planners. But, as with financial planning, this level of interference was upsetting to any independentminded American, particularly farmers who by heritage and practice believed
that they surely knew more about their work and personal affairs than any
government bureaucrat sitting behind a desk in Washington, D.C. With
little opportunity to exercise their own judgment, resettlers often felt that
project managers regarded them as little more than "dumb driven cattle
and thoroughly incapable [farmers ]."59
Dry-land farmers also faced frustrations as they attempted to adjust to
irrigation farming for the first time in their lives. Such a transition required
new work habits alien to men and women set in their ways by family tradition and years of experience. Instead of anxiously waiting for rain to water
their crops, resettlers now found themselves endlessly dealing with irrigation techniques to water their crops at all hours of the day and night. As with
all major changes in life, the shift to labor-intensive irrigation farming caused
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considerable stress and fatigue. Mitchell described the exhausting task of
irrigating sixty-one acres by himself: "[One night] I had one [head on water
that I knew was running a little slower. So I went down to the end out in the
alfalfa and took off my shoes and went to sleep.... When that cold water hit
[my feet], I came awake right quick and went back and changed my water to
a different border. And when I got through the next morning at sunup, I
could hardly put one foot in front of the other."60 Some farmers never made
a successful transition, especially when the RA experienced delays and extra expenses in irrigation preparation and when project managers, such as
Curry, were not always experienced in irrigation farming themselves. The
local soil's high alkaline content meant low crop yields and poor profits
even for those who adjusted well. Understandably, many resettlers felt a
sense of betrayal, given the glowing government promises that had first lured
them from Taos Junction and Mills to Bosque Farms."
All these problems plus a lack of satisfactory response from contacted politicalleaders led to frustration for some farmers and decisive action by others.
Dozens left of their own volition, following a tradition of mobility among
transient farmers. Most of the seventeen ousted families that had not yet left
finally departed by 1939. On a cold, overcast day in April 1939, everything the
exiled families left behind was put up for auction. An estimated three-hundred residents throughout the valley bid on animals, from horses to a "bellowing bull," and farm equipment, from metal plows to mowing machines.
Purportedly, bidding was slow, reflecting the somber mood of most in attendance. A vocal farmer whose belongings were about to be auctioned told a
newspaper reporter, "They change plans and management so often and switch
around so much, a fellow just can't figure out what to do.... I kicked about
... things I thought a bunch of farmers should kick about. ... But there
stands myoId equipment [on auction]. Let'em gO."62
Despite this dismal scene, conditions gradually began to change for
resettlers who coped and persevered. As social scientist Paul S. Taylor reported after visiting Bosque Farms, the "qualities of pioneers" were needed
in resettlement projects, "for there are [bound to be] hardships and discouragements" of all kinds. Taylor found that "as on the old frontier," women at
Bosque Farms often supplied "the courage when the hearts of men flag." As
one optimistic woman told Taylor, "My husband was going to quit, but I
talked to him and we are going to stay. On this project we'll be able to have
more than we ever had before."63
All forty-two houses in Bosque Farms were finally completed by 1938, thanks
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to the resettlers' hard labor and workers recruited from nearby communities
in Valencia County. Hired by the Works Progress Administration (WPA) or
contracted for specific tasks, over 450 men made thousands of adobes, cut
and hauled hundreds of logs, and worked countless hours to complete the
vast undertaking. George Sichler of Los Lunas used his truck to haul wood
from the Manzano Mountains for vigas and fence posts." Happy to have even
a temporary job, John E. Aragon went so far as to drop out of high school to
make money and gain work experience; young Aragon painted parts of every one of the forty-two resettlement hornes.f Mostly Hispanic men whose
families had lived in the valley for generations, WPA laborers worked sideby-side with their new neighbors in Bosque Farms, helping to create mutual
respect that persisted long after the construction project had ended"
Once completed, the Bosque Farms project was small compared to sixtyfour similar resettlement projects in the Rocky Mountain West and the rest
of the United States. While the average number of farms on resettlement
projects equaled sixty-three in both the region and the nation, Bosque Farms
had forty-two.Although forty-three resettlement projects in the United States
had more farms than Bosque Farms, only twenty-one had less. In addition,
while the average acreage per project in the Rocky Mountain West equaled

7,297 acres, Bosque Farms had but 2A21 acres. This smaller size and smaller
number of farms may have created greater cohesiveness and less factionalism among farmers and their families in Bosque Farms."
In another important development, FSA officials conceded that the RA's
original agricultural plans for Bosque Farms had failed. It was apparent that
the project's best chance for success would come with a transition to another form of agriculture: dairy farming. In 1939 the FSA financed the building of twenty dairy barns and the purchase of four or more cows per farm,
plus a registered jersey bull for the community. Rather than dictate from
above, the FSA now met with farmers to make plans at open meetings held
early each year. Fertilizer was added to the soil and, after experimentation,
officials determined that growing sweet clover could enrich the soil in preparation for later alfalfa crops used to feed cows and other livestock. Dairy
farmers milked their cows morning and night, transporting milk north to
Albuquerque's Creamland and Valley Gold dairies in ten-gallon galvanized
cans twice a day, seven days a week. The work was hard but profitable,
especially as Albuquerque's population grew from 35A49 in 1940 to 96,815 a
decade later. By 1944, thirty-one of Bosque Farms' forty-two families operated dairy farms, with an average of sixteen cows per dairy.'"
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Social conditions improved as well, at least for those individuals with time
and energy left to participate and enjoy them. Bosque Farms evolved into an
increasingly strong, cohesive community, partly as a result of governmentorchestrated activities, but mostly as a result of informal, natural bonding
among neighbors. Families visited one another, borrowed goods, and exchanged work; children, like Delfino Gonzales [r., played with other children, like Grant Mitchell, Delfino's closest friend. Adult education classes
were offered in various useful subjects, including cabinet making, rug making, and curtain making. Claiming 100 percent membership among women
living in Bosque Farms, a Women's Extension Club had been organized in
1936. Local residents formed a nondenominational Sunday school in 1939
and a Baptist church in November 1943.An active Boy Scout troop (115) was
organized, as was a 4-H Club where children learned dairy-farming skills
they could share with their parents, practice on their own, and apply in
their own dairies once they reached adulthood. A boys basketball team played
opponents from as far north as Albuquerque to as far south as Los Lunas,
winning some games and losing others "by quite a large score," in the words
of a forgiving fan. Regardless of its record, the team helped unify the Bosque
Farms community as much as high school athletic teams helped unify schools
and towns across the country.'"
By1936an impressive new elementary school had replaced Bosque Farms'
temporary, three-room structure; enrollment at the centrally located school
grew to forty-five students in 1939. Led by principal Iverson H. Burgess, the
school was soon recognized not only for its pedagogy, but also for its hot
lunch program, said to be the first of its kind in New Mexico. The new
school offered a stable educational setting, usually superior to the rural
schools most resettlers' children had attended prior to their arrival in Bosque
Farms. Under Burgess's energetic administration, the school produced a
mimeographed monthly "newspaper," called the Bosque Carry-All, filled
with news of school activities and upcoming local events. The names of
older students from Bosque Farms soon appeared on the Los Lunas High
School honor roll, and several local youths had graduated from the high
school by the start of World War 11.7°
The community-building activity that proved to be most popular, meaningful, and enduring, however, began on Labor Day in 1939. Resettler Crystal Carpenter's idea of a community fair had received enthusiastic support
when she had proposed it at a Women's Extension Club meeting earlier in
the year. The first community fair was held at the project's elementary school
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with promising results. Events, from toad racing and rolling-pin throwing to
4-H exhibits and rodeo competition, reflected the fair's homespun, western
character, free from project management's often overbearing influence. The
fair in 1939 enjoyed so much success, including h.50 in profits, that it was
held again the following year, and every year since without interruption."
Bosque Farms had clearly reached a turning point by 1939. The project
had suffered four years of usually well-intended, but often intrusive, counterproductive government control. Hampered by the added burden of poor
farming conditions, most of the original settlers had left, often attracted by
new opportunities in the improving pre-World War II economy." A majority of Bosque Farms' original families were soon replaced by a second wave
of settlers more firmly committed to irrigation farming and dairy operations. Some new settlers had moved to the area of their own volition, while
others, such as William and Pearl Gilcrease, were recruited by project
management as good potential dairy farmers." In all cases, project managers expected potential farmers to meet a litany of new requirements. Each
farmer had to file an application with information on the size of his family;
his previous farming experience; his outstanding debts; organizations to
which he belonged; finances in his last year of farming; and six references,
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including one creditor and one landlord, ifhe had previously leased land to
farm. Farmers even had to pass physical exams to prove that they were sufficiently fit to work in agriculture. Finally, prospective resettlers had to meet
with the project manager to review expectations of them as farmers and as
members of the community. The FSA had clearly defined what it considered an "ideal" resettler in an effort to avoid "undesirable" resettlers like the
seventeen who had been ordered to leave Bosque Farms in 1936.74
The federal government still owned the site and nearly everything on it,
but the FSA had wisely loosened its grip, trusting farmers to make most of
their own decisions, especially in the profitable Albuquerque market just
prior to and during World War II. Farmers formed a committee to coordinate a ditch-cleaning campaign, much like the well-coordinated limpias, or
traditional acequia-cleaning events of the valley's Hispanic past. In addition,
when the supply of irrigation water ran low in 1939, farmers displayed a
"fine spirit of cooperation" in the fair distribution of available water."
An Albuquerque Tribune reporter visited Bosque Farms and wrote a fivepart series about what he observed at the site by May 1940. Recalling conditions in the project's first four years, the reporter wrote that "for a time the
project withered on the vine," serving as an example of "New Deal lavishness and ineptitude." After years of trouble, however, the "sturdiest" of the
"pioneers" had made "the most of [a] magnificent opportunity [to create]
just about an ideal or model farming community," where families lived "by
all accounts, happily." A more subdued farmer admitted, "Of course we
[still] gripe. We wouldn't be farmers if we didn't. But things are going along
all right."76
Change continued with the creation of an elected community council
during World War II. The council consisted of five representatives, including four from their respective districts and one for the community at large.
In a dramatic shift in decision making, the council, rather than a project
manager, dealt with issues and resolved local disputes identified at monthly

meetings." As rural sociologist Charles P. Loomis observed at the time, "The
more the local groups shoulder the responsibilities of administration, the
less reason they have to find fault with the resettling agency."78 The council
existed until 1944, when the federal government finally ended its role in
Bosque Farms (and eventually all resettlement projects) by selling public
land and houses to private individuals. Given the option to buy, qualifying
farmers paid an average price of$6,858 for their homes, which included, on
average, sixty acres each."
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Prosperity continued well into the 1950S, or until many dairy farmers
needed to expand their operations to meet the growing demand for dairy
products produced with modern electrical equipment. In the words of one
farmer, "you had to get big or get OUt."80 While some farmers remained in
Bosque Farms and expanded their operations by purchasing land from their
neighbors, others sold their land at relatively high prices and moved to larger
farms on less expensive land in southern Valencia County, northern Socorro
County, and beyond. Out of twenty dairies that existed in the late 195os,
only three remained by the early 1970s. The last large dairy farm, owned
and operated by Emil "Huck" Desmet, closed in 1999.81
Bosque Farms' fate was again tied to Albuquerque's growth in the 1960s,
when many urban dwellers searched for new rural settings in which to live
and raise their families. A total of 284 new homes were built in Bosque
Farms in the 1960s, while 527 more houses were built in the 1970S, a record
decade of growth for the village. Many Bosque Farms residents sold much
of, if not all, their land to make way for new housing. Longtime residents
Kirk Gilcrease and Arthur Gilcrease entered the construction business,
building about a hundred new houses in their community by 1985. As one
old-timer put it, farming families in Bosque Farms stopped growing crops
and began "growing houses.T''
Although old families often profited from this development, some bemoaned the loss of their rural surroundings. "People move out here from
the city to avoid the city," said one resident, "but by coming here they bring
more of the city with them.?" Hundreds of local residents commuted to
good-paying jobs in Albuquerque, especially at Sandia Labs and Kirtland
Air Force Base." Bosque Farms' population grew from 2,496 in 1974 to 3,4°°
in 1980. To deal with this rapid change, community residents voted to incorporate as a village, complete with a village council, a mayor, and a police department, in 1974.85
Despite all its modern changes, Bosque Farms has somehow maintained
its strong cultural roots. All forty-two original houses are still standing, a testament to their excellent construction; three are now listed on the state's register of cultural properties. Many residents keep horses, and horse trails are well
marked and well protected. The local police strictly enforce the village's low
speed limits. While there are stores and businesses along State Highway 47,
most are small family operations and no unsightly strip malls mar the landscape. Remodeled RA houses on Bosque Farms Boulevard have been used as
professional offices, sales offices, and, most recently, a doughnut shop. As
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proof of the residents' determination to protect their rural lifestyle against
encroaching urban sprawl, recent arrivals and old-timers still hold community fairs, which are as popular and as western as ever. Vastly expanded and
moved to larger grounds on the community's north side, the fair remains the
number one social event of the year. In the words of recent fair leaders, "No
matter how large the community might grow, we hope it never outgrows the
... community togetherness ... the fair strives to preserve."86
As with every small town, Bosque Farms still faces its share of problems,
but these troubles dim in comparison to the pervasive problems that wracked
the community in its early years as an RA project. Other RA projects suffered similar problems; the program achieved only about a tenth of its original goal of permanently resettling over 100,000 families." In the words of
Marion Clawson, a former agricultural economist for the Department of
Agriculture, "The record on these projects was shockingly bad; far from
being [models] which should be imitated, they were examples of what should
be avoided.t'" Another observer offered a similar appraisal: "The catalogue
of reasons for [the RA's] failure is virtually endless/'" Like Prohibition in
the 1920S, the resettlement projects of the 1930S should be regarded as "noble
experiments," but tragically, like Prohibition, they should also be classified
as government fiascoes. Even Tugwell concluded that his Resettlement
Administration had largely failed. "It was a noble failure," wrote Tugwell in
1951, "but that nobility was small comfort to those who had hoped for its
success/''"
What held true for the resettlement program in general especially held
true for Bosque Farms from 1935 to 1939. By nearly every measure, the Bosque
Farms project ranks among the greatest failures in the Rocky Mountain
region and the nation as a whole. The alkaline content of Bosque Farms'
soil was so high that it should have caused officials to abandon the site before the project even began. The same can be said ofland preparation. The
government lost money in preparing the land at each of its resettlement
sites, but the terrain in Bosque Farms was so hilly, swampy, and covered by
cottonwood trees that it took many months, extensive labor, and a huge
expense to clear the land before farming and construction could begin. With
a deficit of $12,969 per farm (or approximately $190,000 today), the government lost more money per unit in Bosque Farms than at any other project
in the Rocky Mountain West with only one exception. The average cost of
development per resettlement farm was higher in New Mexico than in fortyfour states in the nation. Disgruntled with management's often controver-
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sial decisions and abrasive style, over 89 percent of resettlers expressed their
opposition to the administration in Bosque Farms. While other projects in
the region experienced evictions, few matched Bosque Farms' high number (seventeen) and proportion (29 percent). If the RA honestly miscalculated the viable number of farms at the project, it was a terrible blunder. If
the RA used this ploy as a means to purge "undesirable" farmers from Bosque
Farms, however, it was a colossal betrayal of the farmers' trust."
Most tragically, the Bosque Farms project failed in its primary goal to
relocate rural families to new homes and property that they could purchase
and enjoy as permanent dwellings and productive farms. Instead, the project
experienced such a high out-migration that only two of the original settlers
of 1935 still lived in the community and qualified to buy their farms and
homes by 1944. Elsewhere in the Rocky Mountain region, an average of
almost 38 percent of resettlement families remained and bought their farms
and homes."
While most of Roosevelt's New Deal can be judged a remarkable success
in New Mexico, the government's initial resettlement project in Bosque
Farms cannot." Only drastically altered FSA policies, hardworking farm
families, effective community building, and a revived state economy saved
Bosque Farms from a dismal destiny in the last years of the Great Depression and the first years of World War II in New Mexico.
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