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Cerrillos Mining District
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Craftsmen From The Quarry

1. BRIEF HISTORY OF CERRILLOS TO 1890

The story of Los Cerrillos, the "little hills," is tlle story of treasures in the
earth and man's quest to put them to use. No one really knows when the Native
American residents first discovered these riches, but pottery shards from 900
AD show the use of mined minerals. Analysis of the shards in the Los Cerrillos
Hills indicated a large portion of them came from the nearby San Marcos
Pueblo, which between the middle 1300s and the middle 1400s, was the major
center of pottery-making in the upper Middle Rio Grande Valley.

The Hills are the source of much of the lead that was used for glaze paint by
Rio Grande Pueblo potters between AD 1300 and 1700. One of the most ancient
and longest-worked lead or galena load mines is the Mina del Tiro, located at
Mt. Chalchihuitl, an ancient Toltec or Aztec word for turquoise.

These early inhabitants believed in the healing power of turquoise and
incorporated it into their buildings. The Los Cerrillos Hills turquoise and lead
deposits played a central role in the commerce and economy of the prehistoric
Indians of the greater Rio Grande Valley, and it is probable that these mineral
deposits influenced the early Spanish explorations and settlement of New
Mexico.

When Coronado's expedition passed within a few miles of the Los Cerrillos
Hills (1540-1542), the Pueblo residents were distrustful and closed their mining
operations to protect their locations. The Spanish, however, were on a quest for
gold and had no interest in turquoise.

Later expeditions in the 158Os and 1590s visited the Los Cerrillos Hills and
obtained ore specimens for assay. Captain Gaspar Castano de Sosa visited
many of the pueblos in the region in 1591, String several their Spanish names
by which they are presenfly known, including San Marcos "where the mines
had been discovered."

In the mid 1600s, a catfle ranch was established south of the Santa Fe River
near Alamo Creek, and the nearby hills were grven the name los Cerrillos. In
1695 Governor Vargas appointed a mayor for El Real de los Cerrillos which
qualifies it as the oldest Western mining setflement for which we have a clear
record. El Real de los Cerrillos was abandoned and probably destroyed during
the revolt of L696.

As the Spanish settled in the a.rea, they took over the mining operations,
using the native inhabitants as slave labor. They were particularly interested in
lead for use in making bullets. During one of the major excavations of Mina del
Tiro, the entire west face of the mountain collapsed, kiling hundreds of
workers. It is believed that this incident was one of the principal causes of the
168O Pueblo Revolt, which drove out the Spanish until 1692. Few records of
early Spanish mining operations have been uncovered which suggests that
much of the mining activity was outside the rigid Spanish mining laws.
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New Mexico was in Spanish control until the Mexican revolution of 1820
when it became part of Mexico. In 1846, the U.S. Army under General Kearny
took control of New Mexico without a battle. The U.S. occupation was
intermpted during the Civil War when General Sibley's Texas Volunteers
defeated Union forces at Ft. Craig and took control of Albuquerque and Santa
Fe. The Texans were moving to capture the supply depot at Ft. (Jnion, near
present day Las Vegas, when they met Union regulars and Colorado Volunteers
at Glorieta Pass on March 28, 1862. While the battle did not produce a decisive
victory for either side, the Confederate advance was halted by the destruction of
their supplies and livestock by Major Chivington's Colorado Volunteers. Thus
the Cerrillos area was, at one time or another, under five different governments
- Native American, Spanish, Mexican, United States, and the Confederacy.

The Atchison, Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad obtained a route through Raton
Pass from Richard L. Wootton in February, 1877 . The first rail town was Otero,
about two miles south of Raton, and was established in March, L879.In May of
1879, President U.S. Grant offered a public sale of New Mexico lands that
included the Los Cerrillos Hills. An enterprising politician named Stephen
Elkins and a partner began accumulating property by settling land disputes,
then making arrangements to secure tJ'e property for his own purposes.

Frank Dimmitt & Englishman Robert Hart, two miners from Leadville,
Colorado, came to the Cerrillos Hills that same year to try their luck. They
returned to Leadville with ore samples rich in gold, triggering a stampede. By
mid-summer, there was a tent city of 300 miners extracting gold, silver, copper,
lead, and zinc. Early mines included the N. Hallek, Sulky, Herlow, Pinon, J.J.
Bush, Franklin, Foot Hills, Constellation, Sun Rise, Little Peter, Pale Pick, Silver
Chief, Last Lode, and Little Emma. Coal was discovered along the Galisteo
River. In addition to Cerrillos, other mining towns sprang up nearby including
Carbonateville and Bonanza City.

The tent city of Cerrillos was reported to have its share of saloons, gambling,
and con men. According to Stanley, "No squeamish, self-respecting gentleman
lingered here of a Saturday night during those first few months."

From the mayhem of the tent city, a town began to emerge. Founders Day is
unoflicially said to be March 8, L879. James Morris brought his wife and child
in July, 1879, becoming the first family to settle in Cerrillos. William Nesbitt
was referred to by tJ'e Cenillos Rtstler as a "pioneer of Cerrillos - the man who
built the first house in town."

The Santa Fe to Lamy rail spur was completed in February, 1880. In April of
the same year, the main rail line extended all the way through to Albuquerque.
The AT&SF railroad established Los Cerrillos Station as the supply center for
the surrounding camps of Waldo, Madrid, Golden, San Pedro, and Dolores.

D.D. Harkness had moved to Cerrillos when it was still a tent city. He built a
temporary home and brought in his family from Las Vegas. When the railroad
track was being laid in 1880, six reilroad workers and a foreman were unable to
find anywhere to eat or sleep. While D.D. Harkness was away on a prospecting
trip, Mrs. Harkness offered to put them up in their home. Upon her husband's
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return, she told him she had taken in seven boarders and that they were now 1n
the hotel business. They set to work building the eighteen room Cerrillos
House, the town's first hotel.

The first Post Office opened in January, 1880, with George A. Waller named
as the town's first postmaster. The next ten years saw eight different locations
and postmasters.

"Cerrillos is lively and coming to the front as a rich mining camp and a lively
town," reported the .Las Vegas Optic, February 19, 1881. "The railroad company
are looking well to their interests here, which are of importance, and among
other things are shipping coal miners, and giving them $Z.SO a day to mine the
best coal in the West. Preparations are being made for extensive workings of the
coal mines here, and the railroad company means business Captain
Harkness will feed the crowd, and will have his hands full, as he already has
over fifty boarders. The captain is one of the original inhabitants of the burg,
and has kept the 'hotel' for over a year, starting with but two boarders. The
want of water has been badly felt, but is being overcome. Miners are arriving
from allover."

Cerrillos miners. photo taken around 1885

The Santa Fe New Mexican reported April 23, L882 that "the Mina del Tira
and the old turquoise mine are of particular interest to the antiquarian. It is
said that some of the crown jewels carne from this mine and that the Spaniards
paid to the Church in tithes $3OO,OOO, and that over the years the mine

l 3
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produced $3,000,000 for the Spaniards . . . a number of miners, inspired by the
success that attended the efforts of the Spaniards . . . went earnestly to work to
derive benefit from the hidden treasure of the little hills. Since that time tJrey
have established several thriving towns, all of which have bright futures before
them. They are Cerrillos, Carbonateville, and Bonanza City. At tJle first named
place, business at this time is very brisk . . . The businessmen of the place are
very much elated over the prospect of having the Texas, Santa Fe, & Northern
run into their town, and there is general confidence in the future."

In 1882, a town council was elected, and D.D. Harkness was chosen Justice
of the Peace. Landowners saw the opportunity to begin selling off their property
across the Galisteo River at a profit. The Cerrillos Town Company, a small
group of land speculators including future New Mexico Governor (and Mason) L.
Bradford Prince, plotted 4OO new lots and contracted the George F. Nesbitt
Company of New York to draw up maps.

By 1884, the stable town population reached one hundred. Joseph Richards
was postmaster and ran a drug store, J.B. Daniels was a grain dealer, William
C. Hurt had a general store, George Lay was the blacksmith, William McClurg
was the carpenter, F.H. Mitchel was town constable, William Nesbit and George
L. Williams had saloons, Joseph Silrey was town barber, Rev. W.C. Wheeler
took care of the Methodist church, and C.W. Uptegrove ran the Tabor House.

Early photo of Cerrillos' two-story schoolhouse

As there was not yet a Cattrolic church in Cerrillos, the faithful were served
by the Padre from Pena Blanca. From 1881 to 1918 it was avisita out of the
Guadalupe Church in Santa Fe, then was transferred back to the Pena Blanca
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Franciscan Fathers. At that time, the church building was located on the lot
next to the present site. St. Joseph's Catholic Church was built in 1922 by a
local crew of carpenters headed by Frank Schmitt. Father Jerome Hesse, a
Franciscan from Pena Blanca, was the first pastor.

The Cerrillos Town Company held an auction July 7, I8B7. One hundred
lots were up for auction, and when it concluded after 9:30 pm, 105 lots had
been sold - Iive more than were available. Cerrillos bidders included William C.
Hurt, D.D. Harkness, Dr. Joseph Richards, and Brother C.W. Uptegrove.

Although mining of siiver, gold, & turquoise played an important role, it was
coal found first near Waldo, and later near Madrid, that brought prosperity.
Beehive ovens were set up at Waldo to convert coal to coke. Madrid mines were
worked as early as 1869 by the New Mexico Mining Co. Testing revealed the
quaiity of the coal from those mines to be the best outside Pennsylvalia,
prompting the town's nickname of "Little Pittsburg." The coal market was
restricted to local area because it was hauled by wagon. The railroad took
advartage of this valuable local resource, eventually taking possession of the
coal mining property at Madrid in 1891. A spur iine was installed from Madrid
to Wa-ldo to bring coal to the main rail line.

Four passenger and six freight trains passed daily through Los Cerrillos.
There were 340 registered voters in the 1890 election. The Cerrillos Rustler,
always a cheerleader for the town's development, reported in 1890 that "there
a-re no vacant houses in Cerrillos."

An article in the Santa
Fe Neu.t Mexican stated,
"There is to be a raii
line built from Texas
through the breast of
New Mexico that will
have Salt Lake and the
Northwest for its
destination - and that
road will come through
the Cerrillos coal frelds.
It is not long off, either."

Cerril los train depot

Thus, Cerrillos became a junction of stage, horse and ox drawn freight, and
rail lines, setting the stage for rapid gro'*'th and prosperity. Within a few years,
it had grown to a population of over 1O0O people and boasted a two-story
schoolhouse, twenty saloons, meat markets, grocery stores, a bakery, barber
shops, two livery stables, two blacksmith shops, several general stores, Wells
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Fargo Express, Western Union Telegraph, a theater, dance halls,
Catholic churches, three or four hotels, two newspapers, a jail
Pittsburgs" baseball team.

. 1 7

Methodist and
and the "Litfle

In more recent times, Cerrillos has been the.setting for several film
and television productions. They include "The Nine Lives of Elfego Baca"
(1958), "Pa-ncho" (1968), "Shootout" (1971), "The Bear Cats" ( l97Ll, a
Lone Ranger Movie in 1980, "The Ballad of Gregorio Corlez" (1982),
"Outrageous Fortune" (1987), "Young Guns" (1988), "Sparks: The Price
of Passion" (CBS TV 1990), "John Carpenter's Vampires" (1998), and
"The Hi Lo Countr5/ (1998).

The original Cerrillos Railroad station was moved to Estancia Valley,
and the school closed for the last time in 1962. Santa Fe County created
the Cerrillos Hills Historic Park in January 2000. Walking trails wind

st historic mines, volcanic formations, and Native American sites.
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