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Last week, I received a newspaper column published in the local paper of my hometown,
located in southeastern New Mexico. The town is where I was born and where I spent most of
the first two decades of my life. I have enclosed the article at the end of this essay.
The journalist who wrote the report commented on my five brothers (and myself) as
being the third generation of non-natives to have settled in this remote part of America. I knew
this fact, but I had not given it much thought. Upon reflection, it gave me pause. My
grandparents and their fellow pioneers were the first people, other than nomadic Native
Americans, to have walked, much less lived, on this part of the earth.
In 1898, the year my grandparents brought their family from Texas to this harsh land,
most of America had at least been trod-on and much of the territory was settled. But not where
my grandparents stacked their claim. The land was so inhospitable the Native Americans only
dared venture into it during warm weather to hunt for meager game. For the winter, they
retreated east into what is present day West Texas to seek solace from the deadly, flat prairie
snow storms. No trees, no mountains, few hills or gulleys. Occasional sage bush. No protection
from wind, snow, and ice. And very little water.
To compliment the winters, the summers were dry, almost devoid of rain. The skies were
often cloudless. A near constant wind swept across brown sage brush. Hot and almost silent, a
faint whistle to the ear. Why did my ancestors come to this near-deadly land?
They came because they had few choices of how to eke out a living in the almost equally
inhospitable land of west Texas. Their potential path into New Mexico was sweetened by Uncle
Sam’s acceptance of a squatter’s claim.
Squatters. My heritage and that of my son and his children, owe our lives to two people
who ventured into a land of little promise, squatted, and with their squats, perhaps not so
elegantly, but with braveness, proclaimed: This land is mine.
My grandparents were unwary forerunners to modern day political protest movements
that spring forth in abandoned, failed urban landscapes. Granddad and grandma had no anarchist,
autonomist motives. They did not squat for purposes of protest and politics. They squatted for
purposes of survival and success.
The water table. This part of the southwest had one of the most abundant water aquifers
in America: the Permian Sea aquifer. The prairie grass was sufficient to support cattle, sheep,
horses and small wild-life, but could only support a few of these animals per acre. Of course,
acreage was not all that scarce. The county in which I was born and reared is bigger than Rhode
Island. Thus, drilling for water, putting up a windmill to pump up the water, then putting in a dirt
water tank for the animals, was a simple chore---back breaking, but simple.
Thus, on the surface, southeastern New Mexico was a desiccated landscape, another
reason the area was avoided by homesteaders and other people who were headed to the west to
find a different and more hopeful existence. But not too far beneath the surface, huge deposits of
permeable rock and sand held a vast ocean of fresh water.
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For the land stake and squatter
pioneers, such as my grandfather and
grandmother, it was the opportunity of their
lifetime. A chance to have their own life, to
answer to no one but Mother Nature, to
possess and have property rights to a piece of
earth. While they had to live very close to that
earth, as seen in the photo to the left, they
believed, and rightly so, that they had moved
to a part of America that would offer them a
chance to survive, have a life of modest
security, and an opportunity to carve out their own destiny. They were in charge of their success
or failure. No social security. No health care. No Department of Agriculture to put their small
allotment of land into a land bank, then be paid for doing nothing. 1 They succeeded or failed on
their own.
My grandparents did not have much in the way of material value in their lives. Nor did
my parents, especially in their early years. In addition, they did not have many comforts or
conveniences. The table below documents these thoughts. It shows the services and amenities
that four generations of the Black family accumulated from the time the first generation staked
their claim to this part of America.
My son Tom skeptically grinned when I told him I lived my childhood without television.
If Tom tells his son and daughter that he grew up without a smartphone, his children will likely
take on a similar skepticism. But then, who can blame them? My dad boasted he walked several
miles to-and-from a single-house school whose teacher educated children of all grades. Trudging
through the rare but deadly blizzard to learn how to write script, he came to write a poignant
poem about those times. It s a poem I will recount to you in a later writing. For now, take a look
at the table on the following page.
What to make of these wonderful inventions and discoveries? We humans have made
amazing additions in our lives to make ourselves more comfortable. As children, my mom and
dad had no electricity, indoor plumbing, or a telephone. Of course, they lived in a remote part of
America, an area that had been avoided by none other than the wanderer, Cabeza de Baca. Still,
many people in America in the early 1900s were also privy to only outdoor privies. I recall in my
youth when mother spent a full day washing and hanging to dry the clothes of dad and her six
sons. She spent even more time at the ironing board. Oh what she could have done with some
daughters!
We humans are an inventive species. For that, I am thankful. Yet, we often seem to forget
that two or three generations ago, our relatives were not all that secure in their old age, or
physically comfortable in their youth and later years. We were without medical and old age nets.
We are now a part of a welfare society, one in which government and other institutions
are setup to look after our well-being. We have many choices to make to augment our
convenience and self-coddling. We are made safe from potential harms that our ancestors faced:
wild animals, the near absence of doctors or dentists, or any chance whatsoever of going hungry.
These scripts of life were simple and accepted perils of the trade that my grandparents took in as
part of their daily existence.
1

This is not my grandparents’ earthen home, also called a dugout. It is similar to what they lived in. My father told
me his family home was so small, the boys had to sleep outside in the wagon bed. Picture is courtesy of Google.
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A Snapshot of Four Generations: The Accumulation of Conveniences
Generation
1st: Great Grandparents
Birth: 1870s
nd
2 : Parents
Births:1899, 1910

As Youths

As Adults

3rd: Me
Birth: 1939

electricity, indoor
plumbing, washing
machine, telephone, social
security

4th: Son
Birth:1968

electricity, indoor
plumbing, washing
machine, telephone, social
security, television, mobile
phones, FDIC,
unemployment insurance,
health insurance

electricity, indoor
plumbing, washing
machine, telephone, social
security, FDIC
electricity, indoor
plumbing, washing
machine, telephone, social
security, television, mobile
phones, FDIC, Internet, air
conditioning, Medicare,
unemployment insurance,
health insurance, social
networks, urgent care,
iPads, generic engineering
electricity, indoor
plumbing, washing
machine, telephone, social
security, television,
mobile phones, FDIC,
Internet, air conditioning,
Medicare, unemployment
insurance, health
insurance, social
networks, urgent care,
iPads, genetic
engineering, ?

What do we lose by becoming part of this secure and serene existence? Some say we lose
our independence and our ability to choose. They say we lose control over many aspects of our
lives, that we have emasculated ourselves and our legacy of strength and self-sufficiency.
I sometimes find myself thinking these same thoughts. I grow weary of the urban and
urbane way of life. I grow tired of having no silence around me, of having no solitude. I’ve lived
the other way at times: taking in remoteness and silence, one of just getting away.
But this “other way” was not living in a dugout, infested with ants, scorpions, and
tarantulas. It was not digging a well with my bare hands and some rough-hewn shovels and the
steel crowbar to bring up the rock that protected the precious water. It was not the fear of leaving
a dugout during a winter blizzard to become lost and quickly frozen when only a few feet from
the dugout door. It was not the fear of a failed crop, or the scarcity of jackrabbits and antelope to
augment an already meager meal.
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My grandparents gave up much of their security when they left their homes in Texas to
come to the bleak landscape of southeastern New Mexico. I like to think that what they lost in
security, they gained in freedom. If only vicariously, I like to think I can travel the blue roads of
America, lose myself in a protected enclave of a national park, and somehow revive the genetic
stands of my grandparents.
I also know, deep down into my DNA, I do not have the wish or will to give-up the
freedoms and encumbrances of a life that is only two generations removed from living in an
earthen home in the middle of a barren prairie desert. I sometimes pine for those past times, ones
I only know from the memories left to me by my mother and father. But what fine memories
they are.
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As a short preface to Jim’s article: I do not have a Ph.d as Jim has stated. A doctorate that is
gained in one’s pursuit of knowledge and attainment is one to be lauded. Because my
professional pursuits in life were geared toward non-scholastic goals, I left the world of formal
academics before I had to confront the writing of a dissertation. I have a couple of graduate
degrees, but they are flavored toward the non-ivy side of life.

