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From the CCA President 
-Elizabeth Brownrigg

Hi Everyone, 
I want to welcome all the new folks to Carson, and remind people that the 
Carson Community Association hosts numerous events throughout the year, 
(when we are not dealing with pandemics and self-isolating): 

We have our annual FireWise Day in March, normally, but this year we have 
postponed it to May due to the concerns about coronavirus. It’s a super 
important and informative meeting, and because we are now designated as an 
official FireWise Community, we need folks to come so we can fulfill certain 
obligations. It will be held at our CVFD, and there will be pizza.  

We used to have our Spring Bling Fling, our annual community yard sale, in 
May, but it looks like that will be taken over on a more regular basis by the 
Carson Café and Grocery.  

We have our general meeting in the summer to discuss issues or 
improvements needed in the community, to set up committees for our Fall 
Festival, and to vote in officers for the CCA Board. It’s great when people 
come and participate. The meeting usually lasts an hour and a quarter. 

The Fall Festival is in October at the Carson Café & Grocery. This is our 
annual fundraiser. We have a wonderful raffle, a great BBQ, bake sale, and 
entertainment, and folks can also bring things to sell.  

The Holiday Pot-Luck Party is mid-December at the Quonset hut. The CCA 
provides beverages, and people bring food to share. Sometimes we have a 
bonfire and sing some carols, too. A nice way to wrap up the year. 

Announcements for all of the above are sent out to the Carson email list by 
me. We also post a notice on the Carson Community Bulletin Board two 
weeks in advance. I hope to see you at these events, and if you’d like to be on 
the email or mailing list, please contact me: 575-758-2758 or 
egb@elizabethbrownrigg.com. 



The Leaf 
By Jeremiah Hughes 

Once upon a time there was a leaf. This leaf was a green leaf. It was spring 
and everywhere was wet and glistening in the sun. It had just rained, the air 
smelled of moss and wet dirt. The leaf was in an aspen tree right near the 
family’s dining room windows. 
Spring faded into summer as the leaf watched the kids ride their bikes and 
play soccer in the meadow.  
Soon it was autumn. The other leaves began to fall. The leaf also gracefully 
drifted down into a pile of leaves. The kids played in the leaves and had fun. 
As they played, they picked up the leaf and took the leaf inside. 
Autumn turned to winter and it snowed. The kids sledded and played. Then 
they went inside and drank hot chocolate. The leaf looked out and saw the 
tree. The leaf sat next to the stove and felt warm like in the days of spring. 

The End 

****************************************************************************** 

Food Bank & Clothing Boutique 
Please donate, monthly if you can, to the CCA Food bank by sending a check 
payable to  
The Food Depot, (in memo be sure to write: for Santo Niño, Carson) 
1222 Siler Road 
Santa Fe, NM 87507 
The Clothing Boutique is located in the shed next to the CCA Building. People 
are always in need of clothing. Men’s, women’s and children’s clothing are 
needed. Call Elisabeth Maier for pick up at 751-7480.  Anything helps. Thank 
you! 



Trees for Sale 
Many of these are shade trees, providing shade for us while maintaining moisture in the 
soil and controlling erosion. 
Burr Oak, Quercus macrocarpa, native to New Mexico and a hybrid of another native,  
Burgamble, Quercus gambelii, producing acorns early in life providing wildlife forage. 
Big Tooth Maple, Acer grandidentatum another native of New Mexico, beautiful fall foliage. 
Little Leaf Linden, Tilia cordata a favorite of the honeybee. 
American White Ash, Fraxinus americana moderately fast growth rate, turns a beautiful 
purple in fall. 
Service Berries, Amelanchier alnifolia native of North America, often seen along the hiking 
trails of Northern New Mexico. Another flashy fall fashion show! Native Americans made a 
pemmican, the fruit of the service berry, like a blueberry, mixed with fat to provide 
sustenance when traveling. 
Pricing is wholesale for Carson residents, and I like to assist you in planting for there are 
dos and don’ts. Come see and select your own. 
Contact Peter Allen 505 795 3298, or petermarcusallen@gmail.com 
 

Landscaping and Construction Support 
Peter Allen has a very versatile piece of equipment. It is a “Dingo” manufactured by Toro. 
It is specifically used as a landscape tool and is able to get around tight spaces being only 34 
inches wide. It has 3 sizes of augers, a trencher, bucket, forklift and ground leveler. I and 
my Dingo can be hired for $75 an hour to provide services including trenching, ditching, 
post setting, hole digging, earth-moving and grading and much more. No charge for 
mobilization. Contact Peter Allen 505 795 3298, or petermarcusallen@gmail.com 
 

 



Allie 
By Gabrielle Hughes 

 

Allie is a dog. 
She loves to play 

And roll in the hay. 
She chases the birds 

And rounds up the herds. 
She often takes naps, 
And sits on my lap. 

She likes to lie on the ground 
And chase her tail around and around. 

She has a best friend, 
And that friend is me, 

Gabby! 
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Treasurer’s Request 
-Rik Bowman, CCA Treasurer 

 
Please send your annual household dues, $10, or what you can afford to: 
 

    Carson Community Association 
PO Box 101 Carson NM 87517  

 
These funds will be used to do CCA property improvements and CCA events. 
We plan to do a significant amount of road work on South Carson Way, the 
road to the Quonset. We will do this as soon as weather permits.  

 
 

 



CONGRATULATIONS ARE DUE 
 

To your FireWise Community Board 
 

Two days before Christmas 2019, the Carson FireWise board received from the 
National Fire Protection Association the Certificate of Recognition that Carson is a 
FireWise community. This came after over a year and many hours of work putting 
together and submitting the Carson FireWise Community Assessment & Action 
Plans. 
 

What does this mean to you? More work. In the assessment there are 3 action items 
that we need to work on and accomplish in 2020. They are: 
 

1. South Carson Road- Work with the County Public Works Dept. to make 
improvements to S. Carson Rd. to for ingress to fire service/emergency 
responders and for egress of residents of Carson when a fire occurs. 

2. Forest Road 556- Work with the NM Forest Service to make major 
improvements to an existing road to form a viable secondary egress for the 
community and an ingress for EMS and Firefighters, as well as a fire break 
on the west side of Carson. 

3. Community-wide Wildfire Hazard Reduction Education. This is where 
everyone in Carson needs to participate. The new FireWise Day 2020 is set 
for May 9, noon to 3:00 at the CVFD building. More information will be 
provided a few weeks before the event from Elizabeth. Keep the date. 

If you have any questions call or email:   
Peter Allen 505-795-3298 petermarcusallen@gmail.com or  
Elizabeth Brownrigg 575-758-2758 egb@elizabethbrownrigg.com  
 

 

****************************************** 
VISTA VERDE RETREAT 

Put up with your family and friends in Carson. 
20% discount for Carsonites except during holiday seasons. 

www.VistaVerdeRetreat.com 
 

****************************************** 



Remembering 
 

  by Gerald Boxberger 
 

 
Some of the newer residents of Carson do not realize that out here in "old 
Carson" there was a house on every 160 acres.  This is what people were able 
to apply for under the homestead act.  Carson was homesteaded from 1908 
on.  Part of the agreement was the people had to clear their land of sagebrush 
in preparation for farming.  The main crop was pinto beans.  In addition, 
people had to fence the land and build a house.  After they met the 
requirements, they would get a deed from the government that was signed by 
the President. 
 
In those days and up to the late 1940s and mid 1950s, we used to get a lot of 
rain in the summer and snow in the winter.  As things dried up, people 
eventually moved out of Carson.  Some just kept their land and others sold 
theirs. The government came up with an offer to buy back the land from the 
homesteaders that wanted to leave.  They offered to buy it for 50 cents per 
acre and lots of the people took advantage of this offer and were very 
happy.  Think that is how the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land 
Management got the land around Carson.  Hope this is correct, as per my 
memory. Was told it was part of the Taylor Grazing Act that made this 
available.  Not sure about that.   
 
My folks bought two homesteads and moved here in 1940. They did not rely 
on farming alone; they ran some cattle and did other jobs.   
 
My mother and her family had lived in Carson in the 1920s on a homestead 
east of the old school house.  She went to school in the "Old Rock School 
House"- it was the new school house in 1921.   
 
This is just a few things that I remember about the "Old Days" in Carson. 
 
 

 
 



The River 
By Lilah Hughes 

 
 

Once upon a time there was a river, and that river was very happy because 
children loved to play in the river. They loved to throw rocks, sit on the shore, 
and swim in the river.  
 
But then it got cold, and the children stopped coming to play in the river. The 
river was very sad. She missed hearing the children’s laughter. Then the river 
froze and the children came back and started to ice skate. And the river was 
very happy, but cold at the same time. The river wanted it to be summer 
again, because then the children would come and play more often. 
 
One day a new kid came. The new kid was not very nice because she wanted 
to have the river all to herself. Her mom told her to share the river because 
then the other kids would be nice to her. She listened to her mom, and the 
next time she went to the river she said that they could play with her. She got 
nicer and nicer and became the nicest kid there. The river thought that the 
new kid did the right thing, and the river liked her as much as the other 
children did.  
 
Soon the river was flowing with joy, because there were birds in the air, the 
flowers were back with bumble bees buzzing around, and the children were 
swimming in the river once again. 

The End 
 
 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

For LOOSE COWS call 
Jake Vigil:  505/927-3333   

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 
 
 

IF YOU ARE NOT ON THE EMERGENCY PHONE TREE  
PLEASE CONTACT ELIZABETH: 758-2758 or 

egb@elizabethbrownrigg.com 
 



Carson	Cafe	&	Grocery	
is	a	great	place	to	hang	out,	have	a	chat	with	friends,		

and	make	new	acquaintances. 

Open	7:00	am	to	5:00	pm	Tuesday	–	Saturday		

7:00	am	to	1:00	pm	Sunday		

Closed	Mondays	
(Hours	will	expand	in	the	summer).	

*	Breakfast	Burritos	*	Sandwiches	*Pizza 

*Pastries	*Ice	Cream	*Soups 

Basic	groceries	and	produce	as	the	season	permits. 

The	Carson	Cafe	is still	evolving.	We	have	all	the	makings	of	a	great	little	
store	that	will	be	an	asset	to	the	community	of	Carson.		See	you	here!	

__________________________________________________________________________________________	

Your Neighbors and Your Dogs 
 

Carson residents with dogs are reminded that we are responsible for not allowing our dogs 
to persistently or continuously bark so as to annoy our neighbors. We are also responsible 
for preventing them, and cats, too, from trespassing onto the property of our neighbors. 
Our dogs should be restrained on our property either by a fence or by using a leash. 
 
If you fail to control or silence your dogs following requests from neighbors, your 
neighbors can call the sheriff to enforce elements of the Animal Control Ordinance. If we 
don’t want law enforcement officers mooching around our property it would be wise to 
know more about the Animal Control Ordinance. You can read it online at taoscounty.org.  
 
If your neighbors’ dogs are causing nuisance to you with their barking or by trespassing, it 
is best to try first to resolve this with your neighbor. If you are unable to resolve animal 
problems you can, as a last resort, contact the Taos County Sheriff’s Department 
anonymously at (575) 737-6480. They are empowered to impound any animal that is in 
violation of the requirements of the Ordinance or of State Law. Each infringement of the 
Taos County Animal Control ordinance carries a $300 fine. 



Foreshadowing 
-Elizabeth Brownrigg 

 
When I was growing up in northeastern Pennsylvania, we spent a lot of time 
at my grandparents’ house. They lived just ten minutes away, and they had 
lots of acres we could explore safely as kids. My younger brother and I would 
pack a lunch and set out on an adventure, early, on hot summer days. We 
would run across the expansive, cool, lush, green lawn and into the thicket, 
across the thinnest of streams, and through rows of corn or whatever seasonal 
crop was growing.  
 

Our first favorite destination was the “Mound”. This was a large mound, 
maybe the size of a football stadium flipped over, covered with a variety of 
trees, in the middle of cropland and surrounded by hills. My grandmother 
believed it was an old Native burial mound, like those at the Cahokia Mounds 
State Historic Site outside of Saint Louis. It was quite an oddity. My brother 
and I would eat our lunches there under the shade of the trees and then climb 
to the top of the tallest one. A big bull pine. 
 

Another of our other most precious places was the clump of pine trees in the 
middle of the hillside not too far from the Mound. It was an odd grouping, 
maybe 100’ in diameter, of just pines, though I don’t remember what kind. 
This little conifer grove was surrounded by short, spindly, sporadic deciduous 
shrubs and trees and grasses that covered the rest of the land on the hillside. 
This place was my favorite. It was the reward after the fight through the 
brush and brambles, the tall corn, and the mosquitos to get there. Once you 
were in the clump of pine trees it was a different world; one that was dark and 
cool and where the earth was loamy. There was no undergrowth. The sunlight 
could barely find its way to the ground through the dense needles of the high 
reaching branches overhead. It smelled so good in there on hot, humid 
summer days. I felt like those majestic pines were there to protect and 
comfort me from the harshness of the midday sun and the harshness of the 
emotional landscape of my dysfunctional family. It felt so calm and peaceful. 
And it felt so moving and inspiring.  
 

One day when I was ten or so, my younger brother and I took our teenage 
cousins up there. It was late afternoon. A warm gentle breeze blew so softly 
through the sharp green needles and across my skin it made my heart sing. I 
remember saying out loud to them how much I loved the sound of the wind in 
the pines. Now here I am living in beautiful Carson, loving the sound of the 
wind in the pines. 



LAND FOR SALE:  
Two 20-acre parcels in Carson 

 
The parcels are across from the old school but not abutting Highway 
567.  They are further back. 
  
I am Mercedes Mejia, the owner, and I will welcome all reasonable 
offers.  I will also carry a REC.  As of now, I do not have a contract 
with a realtor.   
  
I will appreciate any comments and advice pertaining to the fair price 
or if any of you know of someone looking for land in this area. 
 
Thank you, 
Mercedes Mejia 
505-980-7730 Cellular anytime 24/7 
mercedesmejia@comcast.net 
  
 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

Obituaries 
 

Patricia Ann Newville, 1933-2020 
Patsy Newville, whose home was on Hwy 567 from across the road from the 
Boxbergers, passed away in January. She is survived by her husband, Jean, 
and they attended several Carson community meetings with Karen and Jerry. 
Maybe you met them. They lived in Cedar City, UT and came out here for 
usually a month in the summer.  Patsy and Jean were married for 67 years. 
Jean’s mother was a Shupe, whose father was the man who founded 
Carson. They have been coming to Carson for many, many years. His folks 
had a homestead here until 1940 and Jean’s folks kept the place across the 
road. His folks would spend entire summers here in Carson. RIP Patsy. 

 



Ed Higgins, 1959 – 2019 
 

 
Ed Higgins was originally from Maine and lived on South Carson Road in the 
log cabin. He was a great lover of the finer things in life. A Dapper Dan, he 
was an incredible dresser with impeccable taste. His collection of beautiful 
fine art, prints, clothes, and furnishings was a delight he enjoyed sharing with 
his friends when they came to visit. Ed was very knowledgeable on a wide-
range of subjects. His quick wit and sharp humor made him a lively 
conversationalist. He had an impressive music collection of all sorts, especially 
great techno, trance and electronica. And all of his friends knew how much he 
loved good films. Ed always had an interesting opinion on things, too. We miss 
your saucy presence here in Carson, Ed. RIP. (His ashes were interred at the 
gravesite of his parents in Maine. He is survived by his three sisters, Amelia, 
Laura, and Rebecca.) 



Janie Ashley Paine, 1953 – 2019 
 

  
 
Janie Paine, of Ravensdance Road in Carson since 2004, died on 
December 22 in Albuquerque. Janie is survived by her husband 
Jeremy, her daughter, Lisa, (of Illinois), and two grandchildren, 
Charli and Nathan. Janie's daughter Lisa posted this eulogy on 
Facebook: 
 
"Before I sign off for the night, I just want to let you know what a 
fighter my mother was. Both her parents died when she was a child. 
She was a multiple rape survivor. She had uterine issues that made 
me her only living child despite numerous pregnancies, and 
eventually had to have a hysterectomy. It took full-blown Crohn's 
Disease bordering on lupus, fibromyalgia, Type 2 diabetes, 
osteoarthritis, a stroke, and progressive heart disease to take her 
down. If there were awards given for sheer survival, she'd get a 
Medal of Honor.  RIP Janie Ashley Paine." 
   
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 
 

Apple Ramble 
-by Scott Stephens 

 
 

Apple trees grow well in northern New Mexico. They are planted wherever 
people live or have lived.  Many come up along the roadsides in higher 
elevations where folks have thrown cores on the ground. In the high elevations 
the crop yields are more than iffy because the blossoms often freeze. It’s 
questionable in most of the apple growing valleys around here, too: Pilar, 
Rinconada, Dixon, Embudo, Velarde… 
 
Thousands of varieties of apples exist. Why so many Red and Gold Delicious 
have been planted seems strange.  The old Striped Stark Delicious is and was 
a great dessert apple, especially if it freezes on the tree once or twice.  It gets a 
syrupy core and an exotic flavor. Reds and Double Reds not so much. These 
do not keep well.  Eaten fresh, very good.  Golds keep well, are tasty, and 
produce a lot of apples.  They bruise easily when picking or if the wind knocks 
them together on the branches.  The Arkansas Blacks are back in fashion and 



rightfully so- a great keeper if kept cold and in wooden boxes. They ripen and 
flavor develops mid to late winter. Crisp and tasty February through March, 
and depending on temperatures through April, May, even June? They taste 
really bad in the fall, though, and are difficult to eat because they are hard.  
 
Summer apples ripen in August or sometime around then.  Some ripen when 
the apricots ripen. Tart and soft apples do not keep well, but they are great 
when fresh and excellent for pies and drying.  

 

Tips	for	Preventing/Defending	Against	Fire	 
In	the	event	of	an	emergency,	(yours	or	someone	else’s),	ALWAYS	CALL	
911	FIRST.	 

Clear	trees,	dead	branches,	weeds,	tall	grasses,	(anything	flammable)	
from	around	your	buildings.	The	recommended	clearance	is	a	50’	
minimum.	 

Keep	all	flammables,	such	as	gasoline,	paint	thinners,	etc.,	at	least	50’	
away	from	buildings.	 

Store	fireplace	ashes	in	a	tightly	lidded	metal	container.	This	suffocates	
hot	embers	and	keeps	them	from	blowing	out.	Be	sure	embers	are	
completely	cool,	(24	hour	minimum	suffocation),	before	dumping.	 

When	constructing	or	renovating,	use	non-flammable	materials	such	as	
metal	for	roofs	and	stucco	for	exterior	finishes	wherever	possible.	Avoid	
using	flammable	construction	materials.	 

Ensure	that	your	property	is	easily	accessible	in	the	event	of	an	
emergency.	Keep	a	clear	pathway	for	emergency	vehicles.	For	example,	if	
you	go	to	help	someone	who	is	in	urgent	need,	be	sure	not	to	block	
access	with	your	own	vehicle.	 

Mark your calendar for our important FireWise Day: 
Saturday, May 9, noon-3.  
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Carson would not be Carson without the dream of a 
reservoir to irrigate its fertile lands. Here is an update of 
the story. Compiled by Paul Green*

If you drive north on Rte 285 and 
into Colorado, a few miles north 
of Antonito you will come to the 
settlement of Romeo (named after 
the Romero family), built on the 
route of the former Alamosa and 
Santa Fe narrow gauge branch 
of the Denver and Rio Grande 
Western Railroad. Three miles to 
the east of Romeo is the town of 
Manassa. Settlers from northern 
New Mexico moved to this area 
of southern Colorado in the mid 
1800s, many were descendants of 

Spanish colonists that began with 
Juan de Oñate’s 1598 explorations 
of what would become New 
Mexico. 

The town of Manassa was 
founded by Mormon pioneers in 
1879, who named the town after 
Manasseh, a son of the Israelite 
Joseph. Manassa was located a 
short distance from two ranches 
purchased by the Mormons from 
Hispanos on the south side of the 
Conejos River, across from Los 

Cerritos. Unusually for such a 
small settlement, the town has a 
regular eight by eight grid structure 
for its streets.

The selection of the land for the 
colony was made on the assurance 
that the railroad would soon be 
built nearby. However, in 1885 the 
railroad bypassed the colony and 
instead passed through Romeo.

In 1909, when Carson was 
established, its founder, William 
Kyle Shupe, was living in Manassa. 

Carson’s Reservoir
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Five of the eleven children he had 
with his wife Martha Elizabeth 
(nee Stover) were born there 
between the years 1892 and 
1913. Shupe himself was born in 
Independence, the County seat of 
Grayson, Virginia, in 1868, the 
son of a farmhand. He became a 
convert to the Church of Latter-
Day Saints, and as a young man 
had moved west. The 1900 census 
has him working as storekeeper in 
Rio Arriba Co, NM, and the 1910 
census has him living in Manassa, 
Colorado, while working as a 
salesman for the Singer Sewing 
Machine Company out of Santa Fe. 

A new settlement
As he traveled between Manassa 
and Santa Fe, William Shupe had 
looked to the west across the Rio 
Grande Canyon. He explored this 
west mesa area on horseback and 
by foot, seeking a good place 
to start a new Mormon farming 
community. He noted the level 
land around present-day Carson 
and thought it would be good to 
irrigate for farming and growing 
pinto beans, forming the economic 
basis for the new community. 

He knew about the Arroyo Aguaje 
de la Petaca which originates at 
9,135 feet in Cisneros Park (in 
what is now the Carson National 
Forest in Rio Arriba County, just 
west of 285 and just north of Rte 
64) and flows down to the Rio
Grande in Cañon del Rio Grande
in Taos County. The drainage of
the Petaca flowed well during the
spring snow melt, and again from
the summer monsoon. He felt that
its waters would be able to provide
irrigation for crops of beans.

He made his way across a bridle 
trail across the Rio Grande 

canyon just below the junction 
of Taos Creek on April 28, 1909. 
Shupe, along with Joseph Urban 
Rogers (from Utah, but with 
family in Manassa) and John. J. 
Baumgardner (like Shupe from 
Virginia and 5 years his senior), 
explored the area and found at the 
western base of Tres Orejas “a 
piece of paper bearing the name of 

J. R. Rinker and dated in 1892”, 
a sign of interest by colonizing 
Americans settling this area.

Irrigating the mesa 1909
Plans for irrigating the mesa soon 
started. The settlers dreamed of 
an extensive network of irrigation 
ditches and flumes, fed initially 
by water captured from the Petaca 

A still leg derrick loading a dump car at cliff #1. As shot down this cliff is 100 feet from 
the dam. Caption from rear of photo, 1916.

Large flumes of main canal. These flumes are made of wood and are four feet wide and 
one foot deep. Caption from rear of photo, 1916.
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when it flowed, and later by 
creating a storage reservoir. John 
J. Baumgardner submitted the
first permit for appropriation of
public waters from the Petaca. The
permit application was granted on
September 13, 1909, subject to
conditions that included that the
volume of water used should not
be more than 1000 acre feet during
the irrigation season, and that work
should be completed by September
1911. This and other permits were
ultimately extended through to
1937 because of various problems
with dam construction.

Baumgardner was permitted to 
build a small diversion weir across 
the Petaca and, during the summer 
of 1909, these men worked to build 
an irrigation ditch from the Petaca 
that they hoped would irrigate 
about 700 acres. They had written 
permission to use water diverted 
from the Petaca before the dam was 
completed.

When the permit was granted 
in September 1909, John J. 
Baumgardner returned to Virginia 
and brought back his family and 
four other men who selected 
locations and put up cabins. More 
Shupes, Rogers, and Baumgardners 
came, followed by the Klings, 
forming a community that became 
known among church members as 
The Virginia Settlement and named 
Carson by Shupe after Kit Carson.

Carson grows 1912
The settlement of Carson 
developed. Settlers petitioned for 
a Post Office and on September 6, 
1912, William Kyle Shupe was 
appointed first Postmaster, running 
the Post Office from his home. 
Carson was also assigned a school 
district and the community put up a 

school of frame construction which 
opened on December 1, 1912, for 
40 children of a community of 
75 to 80 people. This school was 
a little north of the current stone 
school house, which was opened in 
1921. 

Irrigation work 1916
Much work on the irrigation project 
had taken place by early 1917 as 
the photographs here show. These 
photographs are among many filed 
in the office of the State Engineer 
in Santa Fe by February 1917 
so may have been taken during 
winter 1916. By this time nearly 
two hundred settlers and their 
families, most of them Mormons, 
had established homesteads on 
the plateau. Families included 
the Martins, Gusdorfs, Martinez, 
Chitums, Rogers, Williams, 
Riveras, Valerios, and Ortiz, 
in addition to those mentioned 
above: Shupes, Rhoads, Rogers, 
Baumgardners, and Klings.

Need for water
For the community to thrive, 
however, they needed water for the 
irrigation of crops. Every gallon of 

water not harvested from a roof had 
to be hauled by horse and wagon, 
either from the water car which 
was always sitting on a siding at 
Taos Junction, or from the springs 
down along the Rio Grande. 

Taos Junction was the name given 
to the new depot built at Stong, a 
former trading point on US 285, 
12 mi NE of Ojo Caliente, on 
the now abandoned Alamosa and 
Santa Fe narrow gauge branch 
of D&RGW RR. Stong was the 
name of the station agent of the old 
‘Chile Line’ when the railroad was 
built here about 1885. 

Taos Junction could be reached 
along the horse trail (now Route 
567) from Taos that went west. The
Jicarillo Apache traveling to Taos,
and Kit Carson on his campaigns
against the Navajo, had used this
trail in the past. It was also the trail
to Ojo Caliente Springs where the
sheepherders gathered. Water could
be had from the water car for 25c
a barrel. Better quality water was
available from the springs down
along the Rio Grande. As Carson
resident Don Kirk later wrote,
“how many have ever used water

The Denver and Río Grande Railroad narrow-gauge train at Taos Junction in the early 
1920s. Photo courtesy of The Taos News.
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from a stock tank or rain barrel that 
had pollywogs swimming in it? 
They’re not too bad in stew, but not 
so great in bread.”

A bigger dam 1912
The settlers had been considering 
building a larger dam, creating  a 
larger reservoir, and scaling up 

their project. However, there is 
no evidence that a geological 
assessement of the possible 
reservoir site was ever requested, 
or required by the state. That may 
have saved a great deal of hardship 
down the road. 

Hindsight notwithstanding, a dam 
across the Petaca more substantial 

than John J Baumgardner’s 
diversion weir of 1909 was being 
contemplated, and in 1912 two 
such permits were sought and 
granted to W K Shupe (Permit 
#668) and DC James (#669), each 
for a dam to store 1000 acre feet of 
water for irrigation of 320 acres, at 
a cost of $12,000. The reservoir’s 
capacity would be 4000 acre-feet, 
being from the enlargement of 
the existing diversion weir to a 
dam 50 feet high, 309 feet long. 
The irrigation ditch would be 
increased to 2ft deep, 3ft wide on 
the bottom and 7 feet across at the 
top. The permit received approval 
on December 26, 1912, to supply 
3 sec feet (3 cu feet of water 
per second) from April through 
September, and ½ sec feet for the 
winter period.

This permit was quickly followed 
by a series of permit applications 
in February and March 1913 that 
were granted on December 26, 
1913. All had the same conditions 
attached, that work should 
commence by December 1914, 
should be completed by December 
1916, and beneficial use of the 
water began by December 1918. 
Permits were #736 to John Urban 
Rogers, # 737 to RM Willis, #738 
to JW Wilson, #740 to SA Corvin, 
#741 AE Williams, #742 Eli 
Cornett, #743 JW Nelson, #747 to 
S Graves, #760 to Emory Mason, 
March 31, 1913.

Rhoads consolidated permit 
1915
A final permit application, made in 
1915 under the name of Lucy M 
Rhoads, approved on 19th April, 
1915, consolidates all the earlier 
permits into one, #951, and gives 
us details of the plans for the dam, 
reservoir, and irrigation projects. 

Showing dump car as it discharges rock into fill at dam. Also trams? snaking rock into 
place. Also valve and lower portion of outlet tube.  Caption from back of photo, 1916.

Main canal and small flume as seen from opposite wall of canyon. Caption from back of 
photo, 1916.
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The permit indicates that a ditch 
15 miles in length would be 
constructed to irrigate 320 acres, 
taking 1000 acre feet of water 
from a reservoir, known as The 
Settlers’ Reservoir, holding 16,070 
acre feet.

Lucy Rhoads stated that she 
proposed to store water with other 
settlers in The Settlers’ Reservoir 
which has a maximum capacity of 
16,070 acre-feet. The dam would 
be 67 feet tall, 516 feet long at the 
top, 14 feet wide at the top, and 
212 feet long at the bottom, be 
constructed of earth and rock fill 
with rip-rap on the upper face and 
would be constructed at a cost of 
$37,408. It would have two canals, 
with gates 5 feet tall and 4 feet 
across. The ditches would be 7 feet 
across at the base, 13 feet across at 
the top, and 3 feet deep.

Lucy Rhoads would herself take 
water from a smaller earth and 
rock diversion dam, to cost around 
$3000, placed across the natural 
water way of the Aguajue de la 
Petaca, some distance downstream 
from the main reservoir dam. She 
would take 3 sec feet(cubic feet per 
second) from March to September, 
and a little for domestic use from 
October through February.

The permit to Lucy Rhoads 
contained the condition that all 
work should be completed by 
April 19, 1917. However, it would 
be another 20 years before the 
reservoir was completed with 
help from the Works Project 
Administration (WPA).

Settlers Ditch and Reservoir 
Co Incorporated 1917
The permit to Lucy Rhoads is 
the first mention of The Settlers’ 
Reservoir and, by early 1917, 

The Settlers Ditch and Reservoir 
Co. Inc had been established with 
authorized capital of $80,000. 
The President and General 
Manager was James W Rhoads, 
Vice President was AE Williams, 
Treasurer RM Willie, Secretary 
John Urban Rogers, and William 
Kyle Shupe was a member of the 
board. 

It is not clear from where the 
$80,000 came. In correspondence 
of 1917 the company refers to 
its stockholders, presumably the 
landowners. There was likely 
some connection to the passage 
of the Irrigation District Act of 
1916 (Irrigation Smith Act) which 
authorized the federal government 
to serve as the guarantor of 

Scene looking down main canal. Caption from back of photo, 1916.

Steel? sharpening and drilling on cliff #3 not now shot down. This is 300 feet down from 
the dam. Caption from back of photo, 1916.
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debt obligations entered into by 
local governments to finance the 
acquisition, extension, or operation 
of irrigation, drainage, and flood 
control projects or to develop 
power generation facilities or water 
resources. There are indications 
later (on the 1969 plat that defines 
land owned by John A Katson) 
that landowners had conveyed 
ownership of their lands to The 
Settlers’ Ditch and Reservoir Co. 
Inc. 

Companies and government entities 
have the option of issuing bonds 
as a way of raising money. Bonds 
are a type of debt; the buyer of the 
bond essentially lends the company 
or government the amount of 
money printed on the bond in 
exchange for a promise that the 
bond issuer will pay the money 
back with interest. Issuing bonds 
is usually cheaper due to lower 
interest rates than borrowing from 
a bank and, unlike stock, does not 
require the issuer to give up any 
degree of control over the company 
or entity.

Construction and cultivation 
1916
The settlers dug a mother ditch 
together with laterals to carry water 
to all parts of the plain. Work on 
the dam itself went slowly as it was 
a community effort and could only 
be worked on when the serious 
and almost full-time business of 
making a living allowed. 

Elmer Shupe, in an interview in 
1963, tells how the settlers plowed 
up the sage brush and planted pinto 
beans, irrigated by the catch water 
from the Petaca. He mentions a 
large harvest of pinto beans in 1916 
that enabled the settlers to send 45 
railroad cars of beans to a military 
camp in Texas. To make money 
otherwise the settlers often worked 
away from home on construction 
projects which likely slowed the 
construction of their dam.

There is correspondence between 
April and August 1917 with State 
Engineer James A French, in Santa 
Fe, regarding size of the dam (31ft 
or 67 ft), amount of water to be 

appropriated, and how to deal with 
underflow in the arroyo. 

Conflict with the Elephant 
Butte Reservoir

Complicating matters for the 
settlers were some disputes. For 
one, the Elephant Butte Reservoir 
claimed in 1917 that the Carson 
reservoir would detract from their 
own ability to collect and store 
water. 

The Elephant Butte reservoir, 
a few miles north of Truth or 
Consequences, is part of the 
Rio Grande Project that aimed 
to provide power and irrigation 
to south-central New Mexico 
and west Texas and started to fill 
between 1915 and 1916. It could 
hold 2,065,010 acre feet of water 
from a drainage of 28,900 square 
miles and provides irrigation to 
178,000 acres of land.

Carson’s Settlers’ Ditch and 
Reservoir Co had engaged a firm 
of lawyers, Laughlin and Barker, to 
fight on their behalf. 

Carson Reclamation District 
1921
At some point in the 1920s the 
Carson Reclamation District 
(CRD) emerged. It had huge 
ambitions to reclaim 77,000 acres 
of land west of the Taos Canyon 
on the Rio Grande River, including 
the stations of No Agua, Tres 
Piedras, Servilleta. Taos Junction, 
and Barranca on the Denver and 
Rio Grande and the Rio Grande 
Western Rail Road in western Taos 
County, New Mexico. 

The stated goals were to provide 
flood protection, electrical power, 
and irrigation for the development 
of this area. It planned to build 

The beanary and cooks at the reservoir camp. Caption from back of photo, 1916.
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reservoirs on each of the Rio de los 
Pinos, San Antonio, Brazos, Tusas 
and Vallecitos streams, and canals 
to divert these “unappropriated” 
waters of 140,000 acre feet, 
and lateral canals and ditches to 
carry these waters out over the 
surrounding lands. It also proposed 
to construct a diversion dam on 
the Rio Grande, near the mouth of 
Latir Creek, about 20 miles south 
of the Colorado-New Mexico 
state line, and to divert the waters 
flowing in the Rio Grande across 
the Carson Arroyo and passing 
near Servilleta and Taos Junction, 
continuing southwest on the top 
of the high table lands of the 
Black Mesa and dropping down 
to about 5,650 feet elevation near 

the mouth of the Chama River. 
The CRD suggested the power 
generated could be used to electrify 
railroads, pump irrigation water, 
and for manufacturing, mining, 
and domestic use. The cost of this 
District would be met through the 
issue of bonds over a period of 
20 years, at 6 per cent interest per 
annum. 

It is not quite clear what became 
of these plans. Had they been 
implemented, the land in which we 
now live would be very different.

What we do know is that by 
1929, given that progress on the 
Carson dam and reservoir had 
been so slow, negotiations opened 
between the Carson Reclamation 

District and the Settlers’ Ditch 
and Reservoir Co for the former 
to acquire the rights and assets 
of the latter. Carson landowners 
had earlier conveyed ownership 
of their land to the Settlers Ditch 
and Reservoir Co, and thereafter 
this company conveyed ownership 
of the settlers’ land to the Carson 
Reclamation District. 

Public Works 
Administration 1935
The Carson Reclamation District 
planned to raise funds through 
the sale of bonds to bring about 
rapid completion of the project, 
estimated then to be June 1934. 
The following year discussions 
continued as to the price of the 
bonds and engaging the Federal 
Emergency Administration of 
Public Works (renamed the Public 
Works Administration or PWA in 
1935). The agency was a part of 
the New Deal of 1933, a large-
scale public works construction 
agency created by the National 
Industrial Recovery Act in June 
1933 in response to the Great 
Depression. It built large-scale 
public works, including dams, to 
provide employment, stabilize 
purchasing power, and help revive 
the economy until it closed in 1944.

During the 11 years of its existence, 
the PWA spent more than $7 billion 
in contracts to private construction 
firms that did the actual work. 
It created an infrastructure that 
generated national and local pride 
in the 1930s and that remains vital 
to this day. 

Carson landowners had thus 
bonded their land to the Public 
Works Administration in 1935 
to raise funds for the completion 
of the dam, which was duly 

Recent research turned up much correspondence related to the Carson Reservoir, 
includng this one related to withdrawing amended plans for the dam.
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completed by 1937. The dam’s 
reservoir promised to make 
irrigable land of several thousand 
acres while also promising 
recreational opportunities. In 
1937 the New Mexico Magazine 
published the following: 

“THE DAM for the Carson 
Reservoir, located near Taos 
Junction, was recently completed 
and has filled with water. This new 
reservoir, while not embracing 
an extremely large area, will 
undoubtedly make one of the nicest 
fishing waters in that part of the 
State. It is thought by the Game 
Department that the reservoir will 
he better suited for the production 
of warm water species than for 
trout. Hence, stocking will be made 
of bass, crappie and Bream. As 
a matter of fact several hundred 
crappie have already been planted 
in the lake and additional numbers 
of this and other warm water 
species will be planted just as soon 
as the fish are available at the 
Dexter hatchery. Since there are no 
other waters suited to warm water 
species in that section of the State, 
the Carson Lake should be very 
attractive for those who enjoy bass 
and crappie fishing more than they 
do trout.”

Successful dam completion 
1937
The dam was complete, and the 
reservoir filled with water: over 
half a mile wide. The lake curled 
out of sight behind a jutting 
butte of malpais (uneroded lava 
flow), three miles up the canyon. 
Expectations of prosperity at last 
arose in Carson and some farmers 
moved back and planned their 
spring crops. Ditches were dug, 
and wooden flumes built to carry 
the reservoir water to the farms. 

One morning, however, water no 
longer came over the spillway, 
although water was still running 
into the upper end of the lake. 
With each passing day the surface 
of the lake was down another foot 
or so on the measuring pole near 
the dam’s outlet. Within a week, 
whirlpools could be seen dotting 
the surface of the lake. Two weeks 
later the lake was dry. As the soft 
soil in the bottom of the reservoir 
soaked through and melted, water 
poured into the cracks and crevices 
of the malpais rock upon which it 

This stamp now appears on all permits related to the Carson Dam and Reservoir 
project. This cancels all rights to water that the settlers had acquired in earlier years.

This extract from a 1969 plat of the reservoir provides indirect evidence of the conveyance of the original deeds of conveyance from 
the settlers to the Settlers Ditch and Reservoir Company, thence to the Carson Reclamation District and then onto Robert A Katson 
when he purchased the bonds in 1960.
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rested, as well as through the walls 
of reservoir. 

Work Projects 
Administration 1938
At the end of the following 
year, 1938, the Works Progress 
Administration, later renamed 
the Work Projects Administration 
(WPA) became involved. The 
WPA was another American New 
Deal agency which provided jobs 
and income to the unemployed 
during the Great Depression while 
developing infrastructure to support 
the current and future society. The 
WPA operated its own projects in 
cooperation with state and local 
governments until it was disbanded 
in 1943. 

Gordon Herkenhoff, chief of 
operations of WPA, announced 
in December 1938 that a work 
order had been signed for a project 
to stop leakage from the Carson 
reservoir, a project built by the 
rival agency, the PWA. Herkenoff 
reported that the dam, located 
near Taos Junction, was in good 
shape. It was discovered, however, 
when the water was turned into it 
that the lava formation forming 
the sides of the lake contained 
fractures, allowing the water to 
escape. Under the project, for 
which the order to begin work had 
just been signed, the fractures were 

to be sealed; plugged with cement 
first and then covered with an 
impervious rolled fill. Thousands 
of dollars were spent trying to 
plug the cracks, but the work was 
abandoned in the belief that only 
cementing the entire valley floor 
would serve to stop the escape of 
the water. 

Departure of William Kyle 
Shupe 1939
In 1939 at the age of 61 years, 
William Kyle Shupe, Carson’s 
founder, gave up his ownership 
of 7000 acres of land, left our 
community, and moved to Mesa, 
Arizona, another settlement with 
Mormon roots. Today’s Mesa was 
formed when the original Mormon 
settlement of Lehi fused with the 
newer settlement of Mesa across 
the river. William focused on his 
Church, the Church of the Latter 
Day Saints. He did thousands of 
temple ordinances (sacraments, 
sacred rites and ceremonies) for his 
ancestors. In 1952 he was hit by a 
car while walking to the temple and 
died soon afterward at the age of 
84 years. 

Meanwhile, the railroad to the 
west, the Chile Line, announced 
discontinuance of its line in 1941. 
This deprived the settlers of their 
least favored source of drinking 
water, and Taos Junction became 
a ghost town, making the then 
village of Taos Carson’s closest 
source of supplies.

Land ownership
In 1942, records appear to show 
that the Federal Government 
purchased the delinquent Carson 
bonds from the Public Works 
Administration.

One final attempt to repair the 
reservoir came in 1957 with the 
preparation of an application for 
the Reclamation Bureau under the 
Small Reclamation Projects Act of 
1956, Public Loan No. 984, 84th 
Congress, Second Session. This 
application, if it had been approved 
by the Bureau of Reclamation, had 
to be approved by the Governor of 
the State, or his delegated agency. 
It is unclear what happened to these 
plans.

The final death knell for the 
settlers’ dreams of a Carson 
Dam and Reservoir, came on 21 
December 1959, when the State 
Engineer stated that the water 
rights in all the permits had lapsed 
and all the permits were cancelled. 

Dubious bond sales 1960
In 1960, with the official death of 
the dam and reservoir, the Carson 
bonds were to be put on sale. 
Landowners in Carson should have 
received a letter to that effect so 
that they could buy their land back. 
However, none of them received 
the letter. So the bonds were put 
on sale on the steps of the Federal 
courthouse in Albuquerque. 

None of the people living in Carson 
at that time knew about the sale 
until each received a lawyer’s letter 
telling them that their bonds had 
been sold to Robert A Katson, an 

William Kyle and Martha Elizabeth Shupe The Shupes’ gravestone in Mesa, Arizona.
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Albuquerque based Realtor. He 
now owned all the land. Outraged, 
Carson landowners hired a lawyer 
and went to court. The settlement 
returned one half of the land to 
the original owners, who had to 
purchase the balance from Katson. 
Gerald Boxberger recalls that his 
parents received no notification 
of the bond when they purchased 
their land in 1939. Robert Katson 
still owned the dam and reservoir at 
least until 1969.

In a 1963 interview, Elmer Shupe, 
William Kyle Shupe’s son, 
mentions developers approaching 
him in the early sixties, but he 
turned them down, though it is 
unclear what plans they had for the 
land.

The Carson Reservoir still fills in 
certain circumstances, though it 

is not a reliable source of stored 
irrigation water.  So the hopes of 
struggling farmers evaporated and 
families drifted away. By 1954, 
Carson was down to six families, 
and soon only the Boxbergers, the 
Drakes, and the Kirks remained. It 
was not until the 1970s that Carson 
began to attract new residents and 
became a thriving community once 
again. 

The Carson Dam today
The Office of the State Engineer 
continues to inspect the dam on a 
regular basis, and photographs of 
the reservoir in some years shows 
it containing a great deal of water. 
However, the Carson dam is now 
classified as “high hazard” and 
brings with it increasingly stringent 
maintenance requirements. Until 
recently the state had classified 

the function of the dam as being a 
flood retention structure. Recent 
analysis has shown that the 
spillway capacity is inadequate, 
as is the maintenance of the dam, 
and there is a lack of design 
documentation to verify critical 
analysis parameters. The State 
Engineer questions whether its 
role in flood control is significant. 
The Office of the State Engineer 
has a fear of the outcomes for 
those downstream, including Pilar, 
should there be a catastrophic 
failure of the dam when the 
reservoir is full. There is currently 
no Operation and Maintenance 
(O&M) Manual or Emergency 
Action Plan (EAP) on file with the 
Office of the State Engineer for the 
Carson dam, which was requested 
in 2005.
To be continued.

*Compiled by Paul Green: This article was stimulated by the research of historian Martin Gutoski in 2019-
2020 and the documents revealed by Martin and Jerri Pohl of the Office of the State Engineer in Santa Fe, 
and informed by previous histories compiled by Norm Davis (editor of The Carson Curmudgeon) together 
with recent research by the compiler.

A longer version of this article, together with additional photographs and documents, will be appearing 
on Carson’s website www.carsonnm.org. We will continue to develop and extend this History of Carson as 
more information comes to light. If you have corrections, additions, or comments, please email them to info@ 
carsonnm.org. 

Martin Gutoski would be interested to know if any of the ditches from the irrigation works discussed above 
cross your land. He would be interested in initiating a discussion about gaining access to your land for a 
future GPS survey for mapping the ditches and any structures that remain. Thank you. 

We are interested in extending the history of the Carson area further back in time, to the days of Native 
Americans, and pre-American settlement. 

If you would care to contribute to “the big history” of the Carson region, or have any resources we could use, 
please email the address above. Thank you. 
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One of the more frequent reports I receive from friends 
and neighbors is “I saw an eagle!”. When I ask them 
where, the most frequent response is “sitting on top of a 
pole along the West Rim Road”. 

When I question them more 
and ask why they were 

sure it was an eagle rather than a 
hawk their response is normally 
“oh no,it wasn’t a hawk—it was 
so big!”. Well, that’s not good 
enough.

Hawks and Eagles

This piece is about the hawks 
and eagles of Carson. Hawks 

are large birds, while eagles are 
much larger—some of the largest 
in North America. Hawks of the 
genus Buteo have broad wings and 
short wide tails and are built for 
soaring. These are the birds of prey 
that we most often see, circling in 
the sky or perched in dead trees or 
poles. 

The Golden Eagle Aquila 
chrysaetos and Bald Eagle 

Haliaeetus leucocephalus are 
not closely related to each other. 
Bald Eagles are fish eagles, 
characterized by living near water, 
taking fish from the surface and 
scavenging dead fish. Golden 
Eagles live across North America, 
Europe, and Asia, and this species 
is less of a scavenger and more of 
predator, often taking prey as large 
as foxes and cranes.

Adult Bald Eagle in flight. Photo by Duncan Rawlinson. CCL* 

Carson O Piñon!
bird supplement 2020 by paul Green

“I Saw an Eagle!”
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Could an eagle be along the 
West Rim Road? 

I’ve written before about eBird.org, 
a website run by the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology and National 
Audubon, which contains vetted 
sightings of birds made by 
birdwatchers. If you look at eBird 
you’ll see that Golden Eagles have 
been reported in the gorge, and in 
areas around Carson, in all months 
of the year, and they are not 
restricted to water. 

Most sightings are, not 
surprisingly, where people spend 
their time, along roads and along 
rivers. Bald Eagles, however, are 
mainly seen here during the winter, 
from October through March, most 
commonly between November 
and February and, according to 
the local eBird maps, always by 
water. A few do breed around the 
reservoirs in our area. 

So, it is possible that a Golden 
Eagle could be on a pole by the 
roadside.

What’s most likely?

Given that estimating size in birds 
is so difficult, how might it be 
easier for us to determine if the 
bird was an eagle or a hawk? First, 
when you are trying to identify 
a bird new to you, and you’ve 

narrowed it down to a couple of 
possible species, it’s always best 
to consider the most likely option. 
Living in Carson we are much 
more likely to see a hawk than an 
eagle. There are just more of them 
around. Having said that, we are 
fortunate that seeing an eagle here 
is not that unusual. So if you see 
a large bird atop a pole it’s best 
to assume that it’s a hawk until 
you have good reason to believe 
otherwise, and a good starting 
point is to assume that it’s Red-
tailed Hawk, Buteo jamaicensis, 
since this is the most common 
hawk around Carson.

A bird of prey on a pole is using 
the pole as a vantage point to 
easily spot prey items in the fields 
below. Both Golden Eagles and 
many species of hawk do this. 
A Golden Eagle is looking for 
small to medium-sized mammals: 
rabbits, ground squirrels, prairie 
dogs, and marmots. A Red-tailed 
Hawk will be looking for voles, 
mice, rats, cottontails, ground 

Adult Red-tailed Hawk (Buteo 
jamaicensis) showing the key identification 
features of a uniformly dark head, merging 
into cream-colored chest with a dark belly 
band. Photo by Anthony Seim CCL*

Adult Golden Eagle (Aquila chrysaetos) 
showing a uniformly chestnut brown 
breast, and the head and neck when 
it turns has a wash of yellow to tawny 
brown. Photo by Maggie Smith. CCL*

This rufous morph of a Red-tailed Hawk 
does not show most of the plumage 
identification features for this species. The 
same is true of the dark morph. Photo by 
Jerry McFarland. CCL*

Back view of adult Red-tailed Hawk, 
showing the buffy V across the back 
formed by mottling on the scapular 
feathers, and a prominent rusty tail. Photo 
by Becky Matusubara. CCL*
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squirrels, birds, and small reptiles, 
including snakes. Before assuming 
a large perched raptor is an eagle, 
a good exercise is to focus on 
how you might tell whether it’s 
a Golden Eagle or a Red-tailed 
Hawk. We’ll consider the other 
hawks briefly later. 

Size is Difficult

Judging the relative size of a 
bird you see from a distance 
is notoriously difficult and 
never a good way to arrive at a 
determination of the species since 
you rarely have a reference point to 
judge the size, If you are fortunate 
to catch the great spectacle a Red-
tailed Hawk mobbing a Golden 
Eagle in flight, you may get a sense 
of how much bigger a Golden 
Eagle is than a Red-tailed Hawk. 
Both Golden and Bald eagles 
weigh about 3.5 times as much as a 
Red-tailed Hawk, and the wingspan 
of the eagles is about twice as 
wide as that of a Red-tailed Hawk. 
Specifically, an eagle’s wingspan 
is about 80 inches, so that’s nearly 
seven feet, and a Red-tailed Hawk 
is a respectable 49 inches, so about 
four feet. 

So, if you see a large bird of prey 
on a pole along the West Rim 
Road, what’s the best way to 
identify it? Let’s assume that it is 
facing you and watching you, the 
first thing you’ll probably notice 
are the chest markings See the 
photos at the top of the previous 
page. If you have a Golden Eagle, 
the breast will be uniformly 
chestnut brown, and the head and 
neck when it turns will have a 
wash of yellow to tawny brown. 
The latter is diagnostic of adult 
Golden Eagles. If it is a Red-
tailed Hawk it’s likely to have a 
uniformly dark head, merging into 

a cream-colored chest with a dark 
belly band. The dark belly band 
is highly variable in color and 
extent. If you look at the back of 
the bird, the Golden Eagle will be 
uniformly dark brown, whereas the 
Red-tailed Hawk will have a faint 
pale V across the back, formed by 
pale mottling on the scapulars, two 
rows of feathers that cover the joins 
between the wings and the back. 
See the photo at the bottom of the 
previous page. If you can see the 
belly band and the V on the back, 
you can be sure you have a Red-
tailed Hawk. 

However, if you see all dark brown 
on the breast and the back, that 
does not necessarily mean it is 
a Golden Eagle. That’s because 
Red-tailed Hawks are extremely 
variable in plumage, ranging from 
light to dark, with many recognized 
races and forms. So what I have 
said above may not work for you! 
The sub species in this area is B. 
jamaicensis calurus, and there is 
a rufous morph (form) and a dark 
morph, each of which will appear 
to have a solid dark breast and 
belly. About one in five Red-tailed 
Hawks in our region are dark to 
intermediate in color, which can 

make positive identification less 
easy. Remember, you won’t be 
able to identify every bird you see 
for certain. Sometimes it’s best to 
admit that you don’t know, and 
to note down what you observed 
about the bird for future reference.

Birds in flight

Discerning the difference between 
a hawk and an eagle is best done 
when the birds are in flight. Wing 
shape, and the color patterns of 
the plumage on the wings and the 
body, are important. An eagle has 
broad wings that are also very 
long without tapering toward the 
tips but,rather, have outsplayed 
“fingertips”. The adult Golden 
Eagle has a lightly barred tail in 
flight. The much smaller Red-tailed 
Hawk has wings that are broad and 
are curved backwards in profile. 
Distinctive too on the Red-tailed 
Hawk is the dark leading edge on 
the underside of the wing closest 
to the body, in the shoulder region. 
Most Red-tailed Hawks also have a 
rufous color on the upper surface of 
the tail, which may shine through 
to the lower surface in strong 
sunlight and that is diagnostic. If 
the bird is one of the dark morphs 

An adult Golden Eagle soaring. Note the six extended fingertips at the end of the 
feathers and the tawny yellow feathers of the head and neck. Photo by Imran Shah. 
CCL*
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though you won’t see the any of the 
diagnostic plumage features.

Once you are used to watching 
birds like this, you may also use 
wingbeat frequency as a proxy 
judgement for size. Hawks can 
beat their wings at a much higher 
frequency and a lot less effortlessly 
than eagles. Watch an eagle take 
off from the ground and it appears 
much more labored than a hawk. 
You’ll see the same thing whenever 
the birds move their wings in flight.

The majority of Red-tailed Hawks 
that are not dark morphs are 
easy to identify in flight with the 
combination of features described 
above. If you are a novice birder, 
it’s a great idea to watch a bird 
about whose identity you are quite 
sure. So, when you have identified 
a Red-tailed Hawk, take as much 
time as you can to watch it closely. 

That way you become more 
familiar with the way it moves, 
how it moves its wings, and details 
of its wing shape, for example. 
Then when you see something 
a bit different, you’ll have a 
reference.

Eagles in summary

To wrap up with the eagles, adult 
Bald Eagles are easy to identify 
from their white heads and white 
tails, compared with the yellowish 
to buffy wash to the head of the 
Golden Eagle. Bald Eagles have 
larger bills than Golden Eagles, 
and are yellow in the adult, and 
horn color in immatures. Also, the 
head projects further forward in 
Bald Eagles. Younger eagles are 
not quite so easy to identify (see 
photos below). It takes four years 
for a Golden Eagle to attain its 
adult plumage, and younger birds 
have white bases to the primary 
flight feathers, appearing as a 
white patch, and a white tail with a 
distinct terminal dark band. In the 

Bald Eagle, young birds in their 
first two years have blotchy white 
markings on the underwing coverts, 
axillaries (arm pit feathers), and 
base of the tail. You can use these 
features to distinguish between 
young Golden and Bald Eagles.

Juvenile Golden Eagle showing distinct 
white wing patches formed by the bases 
of the flight feathers, and a white tail with 
dark bar. Photo by Bob and Carol. CCL*

Juvenile Bald Eagle showing blotchy 
white markings on the underwing coverts, 
axillaries (arm pit feathers), and base of 
the tail. Photo by Jerry McFarland. CCL*

An adult Bald Eagle is unmistakeable with 
its white head and neck, yellow bill, and 
white tail contrasting with dark brown 
body. Photo by Jerry McFarland. CCL*

Red-tailed Hawks have wings that are 
broad and curved backwards in profile. A 
species diagnostic is the dark leading edge 
on the underside of the wing closest to the 
body, in the shoulder region. Most have a 
rufous color on the upper surface of the 
tail. Rufous and dark morphs do not show 
these diagnostic plumage features.  
Photo by Sandy and Chuck Harris. CCL*
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More on hawks

Finally, to wrap up with the hawks, 
Ferruginous Hawks Buteo regalis 
can be seen year-round, and 
Swainson’s Hawks Buteo swainsoni 
every season but winter (and can be 
very common during migration). 

Ferruginous Hawks are the largest 
of the Buteo hawks, with long, 
broad, and pointed wings, and 

are very rusty colored above. The 
long wings project beyond the 
short tail when perched, unlike the 
Red-tailed Hawk, where the wings 
just meet the tail tip in adults. 
Ferruginous hawks are often seen 
on the ground in open fields. This 
species soars with its wings in a 
shallow V, swooping down to catch 
food like ground squirrels, snakes, 
and young jack rabbits.

A perched Swainson’s Hawk is 
distinctive with its white face, 
dark brown breast band, and pale 
belly. In flight the wings are long 
and pointed with pale wing linings 
contrasting with the darker flight 
feathers behind. This slim and 
graceful hawk migrates to the 
south of South America for the 
winter. Insects form a major part 
of the diet of this species, and you 
can sometimes see a flock on the 
ground feasting on grasshoppers 
and other insects, though they 
do revert to large prey items, 
including rodents, snakes, and 
birds, when feeding their young. 
This species also displays great 
variability in its plumage. 

Two other buteos have been 
reported in our region. One is 
the  Zone-tailed Hawk (Buteo 
albonotatus). The population in 
northern New Mexico is an isolated 
northern population. These birds 
mimic Black and Turkey vultures 
and fly with them. Prey species 
on the ground pay no attention to 
vultures, since they feed only on 

Ferruginous Hawk (Buteo regalis) is the largest of the Buteo hawks, with long, broad, 
and pointed wings. Note the rusty colored above on the wings. Photo by Dan Streiffert. 
CCL*.

Adult Zone-tailed Hawk (Buteo albonotatus) with characteristic 
white tail band. This predatory species flies with flocks of 
scavenging vultures, which it mimics. Photo by Alan Schmeirer. 
CCL*

An adult Swainson’s Hawk (Buteo swainsoni) showing the white 
face, dark brown breast band, and pale belly. Photo by Robert 
Pruner. CCL*
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carrion. By flying with the vultures, 
and looking like vultures, the Zone-
tailed hawks are more able to find 
the live prey they seek.

Rough-legged Hawk Buteo 
lagopus, is a northern raptor that 
breeds into the high arctic and 
appears here in winter. Males and 
females have distinctive plumages, 
and the species is polymorphic, 
and represents an identification 
challenge. A long white tail with 
a dark band is charactaristic in 
all plumages. Wings that are long 
and fairly narrow are indicative 
of a speices that migrates long 
distances. The underside of the 

wings have dark wrist patches. 
The legs are feathered to the feet, 
rufous in young birds, white with 
black bars in adults.

Another long-winged raptor, not 
a Buteo, that you can often see is 
the fish-eating Osprey Pandion 
haliaetus along the Rio Grande any 
time of year except winter. Despite 
its reliance on fish, Ospreys 
occupy a range of habitats, from 
mangrove islets of the Florida 
Keys to Alaskan lakes, and from 
New England salt marshes to the 
saline lagoons of Baja California. 
Northern populations migrate south 
to overwinter on fish-rich rivers, 

lakes, and coastal areas of Central 
and South America, returning 
north each spring as waters warm 
and fish become accessible. An 
Osprey nesting in central Québec 
and overwintering in southern 
Brazil might fly more than 200,000 
kilometers during its 15 to 20-year 
lifetime.

This account is far from exhaustive, 
and I would recommend the 
National Geographic Field Guide 
to the Birds of North America,7th 
Edition (2017) and also The Sibley 
Guide to the Birds Second Edition 
(2014) if you’re interested in 
learning more.

Adult Osprey (Pandion haliaetus) is a catcher of live fish in any 
habitat where fish live. You can see this elegant species along 
the Rio Grande at any time of year except winter. Photo by Mike 
Streicher. CCL*

Juvenile Rough-legged Hawk (Buteo lagopus), young have 
rufous leg feathering. This bird hatched  in the extreme northern 
edge of the north American continent. A few individuals winter 
in New Mexico. Photo by Rob England. CCL*

To view and report local sightings of birds go to eBird.org

To learn more about birds go to allaboutbirds.org

For more advanced information go to birdsna.org (subscription service)

For birds of the world go to hbw.com

To publish your Carson bird notes in O Piñon! in 2021 please send to Paul Greeen at viridisnm@gmail.com

To view and report local sightings of birds go to eBird.org

To learn more about birds go to allaboutbirds.org

*A note about the photographs in the Bird Supplement. All photographs were sourced from Flickr and are 
reproduced here under the terms of the Creative Commons License (CCL) https://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc/4.0/. All the images have been cropped. CC BY-NC 2.0
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