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westra Sefiora de la Luz Catholic Church, Cafioncito, NM, Aug. 18, 1995.
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NUESTRA SENORA DE LA LUZ CHURCH AND CEMETERY *
Caiioncito, New Mexico
Corinne P Sze, Ph.D.

The bright orange metal, gable roof of Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz
is a familiar landmark for travelers on Interstate 25 south of Santa Fe.
Few probably realize that it shelters a 19th-century Roman Catholic
adobe chapel built by parishioners of the small outlying Hispanic
settlement of Cafioncito, or that the highway at this point traces the
approximate route of the historic Santa Fe Trail as it descended from
the summit of the Glorieta Pass and proceeded into Santa Fe. Fewer
still break their journeys to have a closer look at this modest Territo-
rial-style structure or walk through the quiet little cemetery on the
surrounding hillside.

The one-story chapel was built between 1880 and 1891 on rising
ground in Cafioncito, 13 miles southeast of Santa Fe, at the entrance
to Apache Canyon. It now faces south directly onto the I-25 frontage
road which ends shortly thereafter. Built as a mission church at a
time when it was difficult for parishioners to travel to the parish
church for services, Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz remains an active
mission served by the priest of St. Anthony’s Parish at Pecos, who
celebrates Mass every third Saturday of the month at Cafioncito. In
the absence of a resident priest, the church has traditionally been
cared for by a local person, known as a mayordomo and appointed by
the parish priest, a custom that continues to this day. The chapel
remains, as it has been for some 100 years, the focus of cultural and
religious life in this tiny community.

Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz represents the continuance into the
late Territorial Period of a tradition of church building in adobe that
began with the 17th-century Spanish Colonial missions to the Pueblo
Indians. As Spanish settlement spread during the Colonial and
Mexican periods, modest rectangular churches of this sort were built
in the countryside using the same system of wall and roof construc-

*  The research reported here was performed by Corinne Sze under
contract with the New Mexico Historic Preservation Division of the
Office of Cultural Affairs in order to prepare a National Register
nomination of the Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz Church and Cemetery.
This work was financed in part with federal funds from the National
Park Service, Department of the Interior, through the HPD.
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tion originally derived by the Franciscans from indigenous Indian
tradition.

After the American army took control of New Mexico from
Mexico in 1846, Greek Revival detailing in wood was added to
traditional adobe architecture to create a style now called Territorial.
The Territorial details of Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz Church—pedi-
mented lintels inside and out, paneled doors, and wood-lined door
and window openings—illustrate the continuing use of the Territorial
style in outlying communities at a time when this mode was already
being eclipsed by the influence of the French clergy and the eastern
styles brought by the railroad after 1879. In the 1870s in Santa Fe
pitched metal roofs were introduced and regarded as a great improve-
ment over the leaky flat dirt roof. After the railroad greatly increased
their availability, metal roofs became ubiquitous on adobe buildings
in northern New Mexico.

The church was built on land donated by Maria de la Luz
Borrego for the purpose of its construction. Evidence in the archives
of the Archdiocese of Santa Fe suggests that the church was built no
earlier than the middle of 1880. As late as the first half of that year
christenings, wed-
dings, and burials of

1 cito were still being

| performed by the

| parish priest at the
church in Pecos.

| Beginning in mid
1880 a new priest

{ ceased to record the
location of his

| various activities so
that it is not possible
"1 to know from this

.| source when the

J Cafioncito church
came into use. It is,
however, mentioned
as already built in the
deed dated November

Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz, c¢. 1937. »
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7, 1891, by which Maria de la Luz Borrego et al. transferred the
property to Archbishop Salpointe.'

Little is known of the circumstances surrounding the construc--
tion of the church. Located at a strategic spot on the Santa Fe Trail a
few miles southeast of Santa Fe, Cafioncito had earlier been a trading
point and the last stop for travelers before reaching their destination
in Santa Fe. Noted historical events had taken place in the vicinity
before the church was built. At Apache Canyon in 1846 General (and
Governor) Manuel Armijo gathered his Mexican troops to defend
New Mexico against the occupying American army. Sixteen years
later (1862) at the nearby Johnson Ranch, Union forces destroyed an
enemy supply train thereby effectively halting the Confederate threat
to the Southwest. By 1880 the railroad superseded the Santa Fe Trail
ending Cafioncito’s importance in relation to transportation. Never-
theless, for a short period in 1879-1880 Cafioncito had a post office
and in the 1880s this church was constructed. It is not known what
other developments, if any, prompted the granting of a post office or
the building of the church.

The church grounds are entered via a wooden gate in the rock
wall that lies along the frontage road. A large wooden cross on a
concrete base stands in the center of the walkway in line with the
entrance. Because the back end of the building is built into the
hillside, from the exterior an illusion is created that the church itself
slopes up the hill. On the interior changes in grade are somewhat

Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz, taken 1995. Courtesy New Mexico Office of Cultural

Affairs, Historic Preservation Division. Corinne P, Sze, photographer.
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compensated for by a step up into the church and another into the
sanctuary; nevertheless, the north end of the church including the
sanctuary is considerably below ground level and the approximately
16-foot ceiling is much higher than it appears from the outside
dimensions.

The main facade of the church is unbroken but for the centered
double doors of the main entrance, a small, fixed-pane window in the
top of the gable, and a rock buttress, 22 inches wide and 10 feet high
at the southwest corner. At the crest of the gable is a bell canopy
topped by a weathered wooden cross. There are two windows on each
of the side walls of the nave. On the rear (north) elevation there is
only one small opening in the gable end that provides access to the
attic for roof maintenance.

The plan of the church is a simple rectangle measuring on the
exterior approximately 22 by 50 feet and containing a single-aisle
nave and sanctuary. A sacristy lying west of the sanctuary gives an L
shape to the overall plan. Around the turn of the century a pitched
metal roof was placed over the traditional flat, dirt roof. The adobe
walls of the nave are about 22 inches thick and rest on a 3- to 4-foot
wide foundation of native stone and mud mortar. They are covered
with concrete stucco on the exterior and plaster on the interior.

The front entrance leads directly into the nave. The sanctuary
opposite the entrance is a continuation of the rectangle of the nave
and separated from it by a wooden, spindled altar rail and a step up.
The continuous ceiling of the nave and sanctuary is constructed of

Interior nave and sanctuary, taken 1995. Courtesy NM Office of Cultural Affairs,
Historic Preservation Division. Corinne P Sze, photographer.
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exposed, square, pine beams and planks of regular width without
distinction between the two areas. The nave windows are deeply inset
in the thick side walls and are wood lined as are the doorways. In the
nave there are rows of pews on either side of a wide aisle.

A door from the west side of the sanctuary leads into the sac-
risty, a small, nearly square room which is covered with a shed roof
and measures approximately 16 by 17 feet on the exterior. The adobe
walls are 18 inches thick and rest on stone footings approximately 2
feet wide, both slightly narrower than the nave dimensions. The
ceiling of this small room is composed of exposed vigas and planks.
Viga ends protrude beyond the front and rear walls. Photographic
evidence suggests that the sacristy was added before 1925.2

Both the main and the sacristy doors are solid wood and pan-
eled. The four nave windows and one in the sacristy are wooden and
double hung with 6/6 lights. All doors and windows have wooden

Grave markers in cemetery,
August 18, 1995. Corinne P
Sze, photographer.

Courtesy NM Office of Cultural
Affairs, Historic Preservation
Division.

surrounds and shallow pedimented lintels on both the interior and
exterior. The wooden trim around the openings on the main facades,
the bell canopy, and the large wooden cross in front of the church are
painted bright reddish orange. Elsewhere the wooden trim is heavily
weathered.

On the slopes on either side and across the back of the church is
a cemetery containing a variety of modest markers, the earliest of
which that are now visible and legible appear to date from the 1890s.
Types of markers include many simple wooden crosses, the most
common means of marking graves in Hispanic New Mexico; small
metal crosses with nameplates; and concrete markers, some evidently
homemade with irregular, hand-prgduced inscriptions and designs




lined in brick or enclosed by low wire fencing. In some cases earth is
mounded high over the grave sites.

The cemetery and church are enclosed by a rock wall along the
south (front) and east perimeters and by a wire fence across the north
and west. According to historic photographs dating from about 1915,
what appears to have been a smaller churchyard was originally
surrounded on all four sides by a low stone wall like that in place on
the south and east sides today.’ At an unknown date more than fifty
years ago, the cemetery was apparently expanded to the north and
west, the wall removed on the two sides, and a wire fence replace-
ment installed.* Historic photos also show some grave sites sur-
rounded by rectangular wooden fences called cerquitos (little fences)
——a Hispanic custom generally believed to have been brought to New
Mexico, along with the use of grave markers, by 19th-century Anglo-
American influence.’

The major alterations to the original church—the addition of the
pitched roof and the construction of the sacristy—took place rela-
tively early in its history. About 1900 a metal roof on 2 x 6 wooden
rafters was placed over the original flat roof that would have been
drained by wooden canales.® The four feet of dirt which comprised
this original roof are still visible in the attic.

Several less significant alterations took place at unknown dates
more than fifty years ago. The present pews replaced backless
benches around 1914; the front two rows were built by Sabino
Gonzales.” Before 1937, presumably to stabilize the structure—
perhaps to keep the front wall from pushing out and separating from

Nick and Nova Varela, former mayordomos, in
Office of Cultural Affairs, Historic Preservation
Division. Corinne P. Sze, photographer.

Sfront doorway, August 19, 1995. Courtesy NM




the side walls—stone buttresses were added at each front corner of
the church.® The east buttress has since been removed. Wooden plank
flooring was added over the original dirt floors and both the interior
walls (originally mud plastered and whitewashed) and the exterior
walls (originally mud plastered) were hard plastered.

More recently plywood was put on top of the plank floor in the
nave. In 1985 the church’s orange metal roof was replaced with
duplicate materials. The interior walls of the church were replastered
and painted. An added acoustical-tile dropped ceiling was removed
and the re-exposed historic wood beams and planking were refinished.’

Today the interior of the church appears to be well maintained
and in good condition except for some water damage at the floor
level of the nave walls and considerably more water damage in the
interior of the sacristy. The exterior stucco of the church and sacristy
is in poor condition with large cracks especially above and below
windows and deterioration at the ground level. The paint of the
exterior trim, except on the main facade, is severely weathered.

As they have been since its construction, the rituals of the
church continue to be performed by the parish priest traveling peri-
odically from Pecos. In addition to the monthly celebration of the
Mass, First Holy Communions, baptisms, and weddings are cel-
ebrated at Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz as these occasions arise. Burials
are still taking place from time to time in the churchyard, although
there is little room left. The Saint’s Day of the church is celebrated
with services and food in June although the official date is in May. At
Christmas time the traditional Las Posadas is re-enacted by the

Courtesy Museum of New Mexico, Neg.

Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz, c. 1915-1920.
No. 56641.




Grave marker in Nuestra Sefiora de la Luz
church cemetery taken 1995. Courtesy NM

Office of Cultural Affairs, Historic
Preservation Division. Corinne P Sze,

photographer.

community under the leadership of the mayordomo. Maintenance of
the church continues to be the responsibility of the mayordomo and is
a community effort which brings together people from the vicinity.

This property, which has not been significantly altered, well
represents its long history as an active mission church, despite the
need of some exterior and interior rehabilitation. The church and
cemetery were recently successfully nominated for individual listing
in the National Register of Historic Places and placed on the Historic
Santa Fe Foundation’s "Registry of Buildings Worthy of Preserva-
tion."

ENDNOTES
1. Santa Fe County Deeds, B-1: 382-384.

2. The sacristy appears in an undated photograph in the Twitchell Collection,
Museum of New Mexico photo 56641, presumably taken before Ralph
Emerson Twitchell’s death in 1925. Nick Varela, “Cafioncito Parish Church,”
Application for Registration New Mexico State Register of Cultural
Properties, 1984, states, without citing a source, that the sacristy was added
in the 1920s.

3. Museum of New Mexico photos 8830 and 13747.
Nick Varela, interview, 25 August 1995.

5. Dorothy Benrimo, Camposantos (Fort Worth: Amon Carter Museum of
Western Art, 1966). Nancy Hunter Warren, “New Mexico Village Campo-
santos,” Markers 4 (1987): 116. This assumption is questioned, not entirely
convincingly, by Terry G. Jordan, Texas Graveyards: A Cultural Legacy
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1982), 70.
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