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he origin of Socorro was presented in Part 1. 
From early Spanish documents, we know 

the name “Socorro” was first applied to the Piro 
Indian pueblo of Teipana, as Oñate spelled it. The 
people of Teipana gave the Spanish colonists 
needed food and other items in 1598, for which 
they earned the name Socorro — meaning “help” 
or “aid” in Spanish.

Twenty-eight years later, Father Alonso 
Benavidez dedicated the “Nuestra Señora de 
Perpetuo Socorro” mission at the Pilabó Pueblo — 
today’s Socorro. Therefore, we know the name 
Socorro was transferred from Teipana to the 
Pilabó Pueblo sometime between 1598 and 1626.

Father Benavidez described Pilabó, the second 
and final Socorro, as “the dominant pueblo in the 
province.” The only hint of the size of early 
Socorro, other than it warranted a mission 
church, comes from Governor Antonio Otermín. 
In 1680, he recorded that he took 600 inhabitants 
of Socorro to flee the Pueblo Revolt. Another 
unknown number fled to Isleta Pueblo. That 
accounts for a sizable population in 1600s New 
Mexico.

The question has long remained, “Where was 
Teipana, the first Socorro?” 

Shortly after Oñate’s arrival, it completely 
disappears from the historical record. All we know 
is that it was three league, or about 9 miles north of 
Qualacú (south of San Pedro) and about three 
leagues south of today’s Socorro, which places it in 

the vicinity of Luis Lopez. No known sizable 
pueblo has been discovered near Luis Lopez — 
until recently.

The scant remains of a pueblo, located south of 
Luis Lopez, was found in 1980. It has been 
partially excavated over the past 10 years, which 
revealed a pueblo of more than 200 rooms — a 
large pueblo by any definition. Spanish artifacts, 
plus its location, indicates it may be the “missing” 
pueblo of Teipana — the first Socorro.
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Scattered rocks and cholla now cover the presumed site 
of Teipana – the first Socorro. Most of the pueblo is 
buried under centuries of dirt. Note “M” Mountain in the 
distance — the present location of Socorro.

New Mexico Archaeology
New Mexico and the Southwest has the largest 

concentration of ancient ruins in the country. 
These "cities” — from the cliff dwellings at Mesa 
Verde to the pueblos in Chaco Canyon — are 
legendary.

Using rather crude methods that were 
considered scientific at the time, a series of 
archaeologists came to New Mexico in the late 
1800s to excavate our ancient ruins. In those days, 
the only requirement to be an archaeologist was to 
own a shovel and a spade, and the urge to dig in the 



dirt. Formal training was optional — in fact, 
almost nonexistent.

These well meaning men and women were the 
first to excavate many of New Mexico’s famous 
ruins. Their methods, primitive by today’s 
standards, recovered crates of intact pottery and 
other artifacts at the expense of damaging the 
pueblo and discarding unwanted artifacts. Worse, 
they seldom kept records, such as mapping the 
excavated sites, or where the artifacts were found.

Enormous quantities of priceless artifacts were 
taken from New Mexico in these early days, and 
ended up in distant museums or private 
collections. New Mexico was looted of its culture, 
though legal at the time.

For example, the first so-called “scientific 
excavation” in Chaco Canyon was led by Richard 
Wetherill, beginning in 1897. Over the following 
years, Wetherill sent more than 50,000 pieces of 
turquoise, 10,000 intact pottery vases, 5,000 
stone tools, plus skeletons and other items to his 
investors in New York and the American Natural 
History Museum. 

Not a single piece remained in New Mexico. 
Artifacts he found of little use were discarded onto 
huge heaps of broken pottery. He even removed 
the original roof vigas from the rooms at Pueblo 
Bonita to gain better access. Some of the ancient 
beams were split for fire wood. A travesty by 
today’s standards.

This led Congress to pass the Antiquities Act, in 
1906, which required permits to excavate historic 
ruins — the first “call before you dig” program. 
Still, under permit, tons of materials, from New 
Mexico’s pueblos to Arizona’s petrified forests, 
were shipped to out-of-state universities and 
museums.

Of course, New Mexico wasn’t the only victim. 
Priceless treasures, from ancient Egypt to Mayan 
temples, have been scattered throughout the 
world.

If you want to see our native treasures, you 
might want to visit the Museum of Archaeology 
and Anthropology at the University of 
Pennsylvania. They brag about their 120,000 
archaeological specimens from the Southwest, 
including those from New Mexico’s pueblos, Mesa 
Verde and the “Clovis Man” artifacts from the 
Blackwater Draw. Most of these collected 
specimens were excavated under the Antiquities 
Act. The university is just one of many institutions 
holding such New Mexico artifacts.

By the 1960s, “treasure hunting” became a 

widespread problem. The Antiquities Act did little 
to address looting and left the courts powerless to 
prosecute offenders.

As a result, a far more inclusive law went into 
effect, in 1979, that makes it a criminal offense to 
damage, loot or remove any artifact from federal 
or public lands. Offenders are now convicted of 
disturbing historic sites, removing ancient 
artifacts, or even having artifacts in one’s 
possession.

Where are the Pueblos?
Part of the problem with the wholesale removal 

of cultural treasures from New Mexico was the 
state had no list of pueblos or historic sites, except 
those visited by Adolph Bandalier in 1882-1883.

The first to document Piro ruins in Socorro 
County was Herbert Yeo. He was a civil engineer 
that surveyed the Rio Grande, beginning in 1910, 
for the construction of Elephant Butte Dam and 
Reservoir. Yeo found and recorded numerous 
archaeological sites centered around San Marcial. 

After the dam was completed, in 1916, Yeo 
repeated his surveys every few years into the 
1930s, to document the effect the reservoir had 
along the river. Several historic sites were found 
buried or disturbed by the rising waters of the 

Courtesy NMSU Library
While surveying for Elephant 
But te  Dam 1910-1912 ,  
Herbert Yeo became the first 
to find and record Piro Indian 
sites along the Rio Grande.

reservoir. His maps, 
r e c o r d s  a n d  
photographs remain a 
valuable resource to 
researchers today.

I n  1 9 3 1 ,  N e w  
Mexico formed the 
L a b o r a t o r y  o f  
Anthropology, led by 
Dr. Harry Mera. His 
job was to record all 
known archaeological 
sites and develop a 
reference pottery  
collection. Mera also 
d e v e l o p e d  a  s i t e  
numbering system. 
Beginning with “LA,” 
for Laboratory of Anthropology, the system is still 
in use today. For example, in Socorro County, 
Qualacú Pueblo is LA757 and the Sevilleta Mission 
Pueblo is LA774.

When Mera retired, in 1946, he had recorded 
2,400 sites. Today, there are more than 160,000 
recorded cultural sites within New Mexico! There 
are many small pottery sites, colonial Hispanic 



settlements, and even old mining claims with 
historic value. Still, about the only record of Piro 
Indian sites around Socorro is the 1910-1930 work 
of Yeo and Mera.

The sad truth is, the Piro people that once lived 
in Socorro County have received little attention 
over the years. It seems every time a million-dollar 
grant becomes available for New Mexico 
archaeology, it’s used to dig another hole in Chaco 
Canyon rather than explore something new. Other 
cultures, such as the Piro Nation along the Rio 
Grande, and the Tiwa people farther to the north, 
have been highly neglected.

The Rio Abajo Survey
This changed, in 1980, when the New Mexico 

Historic Preservation Program received funding 
“to conduct an archaeological and historic 
investigation in the portion of the Rio Grande 
valley adjacent to Socorro, New Mexico.” This 
landmark “Rio Abajo Survey” was led by 
archaeologists Michael Marshall and Henry Walt. 
It constituted the first ever systematic survey of 
the Piro and Hispanic cultures around Socorro.

Marshall described his usage of the term Rio 
Abajo: “... it applies specifically to the Pueblo and 
Hispanic province of the Piro, believed to have 
extended from the Paraje de Fra Cristobal on the 
south to Abeytas and Sabinal on the north.”

The survey began by revisiting the sites 
originally recorded by Mera and Yeo. Due to river 
floods, modern development and blatant looting, 
some of the sites could no longer be found or were 
damaged. Searching other likely locations, the 
survey team located numerous previously 
unknown sites.

20th century was a significant discovery. The site 
was recorded as LA31744.

The site was “highly reduced,” an archaeological 
term meaning little structure or material remains 
on the surface. Four centuries of abandonment 
caused the adobe walls to melt into the soil; years 
of blowing sand, erosion and vegetation growth 
covered the presumed pueblo. All that could be 
seen were some mesquite- and cholla-covered 
mounds, some scattered rocks, and a few pot 
sherds — a typical desert landscape to most.

However, to the trained eye of an archaeologist, 
these were the signs of a possible pueblo. A big 
one. Tracing the scattered rocks, blocks of rooms 
came into view.

The purpose of the Rio Abajo Survey was not to 
excavate, but simply to catalog and document 
historic sites, and make recommendations for 
future study. 

Based on the surface analysis, Marshall 
described Plaza Montoya as a rectangular pueblo 
built around a central plaza that covers the area 
about the size of two football fields. He estimated 
the pueblo at about 200 rooms and multi-storied 
in places for a once sizable population. Pot sherds 
found indicated usage from 1500-1600, which 
pointed to likely occupation extending into the 
early Spanish colonial period.

It was not missed by Marshall and others that 
the location of the pueblo, near the river hamlet of 
Luis Lopez, pointed to the missing pueblo of 
Teipana. Of course, verification would require a 
professional archaeological excavation should 
funding become available.

Photo by Paul Harden
During the 1980 Rio Abajo 
Survey, Michael Marshall 
discovered a previously 
unknown 250-room pueblo 
south of Socorro.

Based on clues 
provided by local 
families, Marshall 
and Walt found what 
appeared to be a 
large pueblo south of 
L u i s  L o p e z .  
Marshall named the 
site “Plaza Montoya” 
a f t e r  a  n e a r b y  
farmer. This was an 
unrecorded site,  
missed by Yeo and 
Mera some 50 years 
before. Finding a 
previously unknown 
pueblo in the late 

Photo by Paul Harden
A view from Plaza Montoya, a 250-room Piro pueblo 
discovered south of Luis Lopez. In the 1500–1600s, the 
west bank of the Rio Grande was about where the BNSF 
railroad tracks are located today.



Artifacts are normally given to a university or 
museum for further study and restoration. Like 
the closing scene of the Indiana Jones movie, 
“Raiders of the Lost Ark,” most artifacts end up in 
boxes in the museum basement or a warehouse, 
seemingly never to be seen again. Only very few 
artifacts ever make it to a museum’s display 
shelves.

Such was not the case with Plaza Montoya. At 
the time of discovery, ownership of the land was 
shared by Socorroans Holm Bursum III, Chuck 
Headen and Barbara Remington.  They eagerly 
gave permission for the excavation of this historic 
pueblo to take place.

Government permission to excavate is not 

The Excavation
Funding was provided by the TIDES 

Foundation in San Francisco, Calif.; Southern 
Methodist University; William Clements Center 
for Southwest Studies; and the New Mexico 
Archaeological Council, all of which enabled a 
limited excavation of the site.

Excavating a 200-room pueblo presents quite a 
challenge. Since funding allowed for only a partial 
excavation, it was important that efforts be 
concentrated in areas of the pueblo where the 
highest yield of artifacts and knowledge could be 
derived.

In 2000, the site was surveyed and surface 
artifacts cataloged to determine the plan of attack. 

Courtesy Michael Bletzer, modified by the author
Site map of Plaza Montoya, the presumed Teipana. The map clearly shows the extent 
of the nearly 250 room pueblo. Very little of the pueblo is visible on the surface.

Plaza Montoya
Plaza Montoya has 

turned out to be a very 
exciting discovery and 
archaeological excavation 
for Socorro County. With 
a high degree of certainty, 
it appears to be the pueblo 
of Teipana — the first 
Socorro — on the Camino 
Real. The rest of this 
article focuses on the 
excavation, and what has 
been learned so far. 

Most archaeological 
excavations are often in 
remote areas, seldom 
seen by the public. Since 
work began in 2000, 
many volunteers, from 
Socorro to Albuquerque 
(including the author), 
have participated in the 
excavations.

Paramount Classics website
Like Indiana Jones’ warehouse, many archaeological 
artifacts are stored and few ever seen again.

required on private land 
and artifacts remain the 
property of the owners. 
The landowners agreed to 
allow the Bursum family to 
store the artifacts and, at 
some future date, make 
them available for public 
display. That day has 
arrived. Some of the 
artifacts are now on public 
display at El Camino Real 
International Heritage 
Center south of Socorro. 

The excavation was led by 
Dr. Michael Bletzer with 
unfailing assistance by 
Tom O’Laughlin, of the 
Albuquerque Museum. 
Over the following five 
y e a r s ,  n u m e r o u s  
a r c h a e o l o g i s t s ,  
archaeology students and 
volunteers participated in 
the excavation.

A proper scientific 
excavation is a tedious 
process. Each pueblo 



room is excavated separately by removing soil and 
debris an inch or two at a time. Every ounce of dirt 
removed is sifted through screens to capture any 
artifacts.

Examples of items found in the screening 
process included small pieces of bone or teeth — 
both animal and human — that can be carbon 
dated. Rusty nails and other metallic objects were 
important finds since they proved Spanish 
contact.

Each room was excavated down to floor level to 
expose everything that was in the room. What is 
found identifies the purpose of the room, whether 
a living space, food preparation area — basically 
the kitchen — food storage, or even ceremonial 
use. All of these types of rooms were found.

Every artifact was cataloged and recorded as to 
exactly where it was recovered. The deeper an 
object is found, such as pottery, the older it is. It 
can take days, if not weeks, to excavate and 
process a single room.

This tedious excavation began in the summer of 
2001 on several rooms of the west wing of the 
pueblo (called the west room block). This area is at 
least 13 rooms wide, 4-6 rooms deep, with at least 
12 second-story rooms, for a total of 60-70 rooms. 
The east, north and south block rooms were 
similar in size.

As the excavation proceeded, the size of the 
pueblo became obvious. In 2003, a magnetometer 
survey was ordered to look beneath the ground to 
map the extent of the buried room walls. This 
refined the view of the site — a pueblo with 
upwards of 250 rooms — very close to Marshall’s 
1980 estimate.

By the end of 2005, rooms had been excavated 
in all four blocks of the rectangular-shaped pueblo 
and many areas within the plaza. When the 
excavation was completed, all rooms were back-
filled with dirt to protect and stabilize the site. The 
adobe walls (400-600 years old) are especially 
fragile. Leaving the walls of the pueblo exposed 
would guarantee their destruction after just a few 
rain storms. Burying the walls under dirt ensures 
long-term preservation for future study.

Although funding came to an end, Bletzer, 
O’Laughlin and others have donated their time 
and expertise to continue excavation of the pueblo 
up to as late as last summer. This is an excellent 
testimony to the archaeological importance of the 
site, and the dedication of the researchers.

Courtesy Tom O’Laughlin
A flurry of activity took place during the 2000-2005 
excavation as archaeologists, students and volunteers 
searched for artifacts.

Courtesy Tom O’Laughlin
Archaeologists begin excavating another room in the 
south room block of the pueblo. Artifacts found in this 
wing proves Spanish contact.

Courtesy Michael Bletzer
A modern 1500s “kitchen” at Teipana. The square in the 
center is the cooking hearth. The other “mud” squares 
are the mealing bins and food storage containers. Few 
metates or pots were found, one of the clues to an 
orderly abandonment.



Is This Teipana Pueblo?
There are few pueblo sites that can be positively 

identified by archaeological work alone. You’ll 
never dig up a sign that says “Welcome to 
Teipana.” The Piro, like most pueblo cultures, had 
no written language to leave us such clues as to 
their identity.

Most New Mexico pueblos are only identified by 
early Spanish documents that managed to record 
a pueblo by name and location. These documents 
tell us Teipana was located somewhere around 
Luis Lopez and about a two- or three-hour walk 
south of modern Socorro.

Oñate visited Teipana, in 1598, renamed it 
Socorro, and described it as a large pueblo. Oñate, 
and the friars, tells us it was located on the west 
side of the Rio Grande, across from the Camino 
Real, and identified no other nearby pueblos — 

except Pilabó — today’s Socorro. Plaza Montoya 
satisfies all of the requirements to be Teipana.

To be the first Socorro, there must also be clear 
signs of Spanish contact and influence. The 
discovery of nails and other metallic objects, and 
Spanish styles of construction, clearly show this 
early colonial influence.

And finally, we know Teipana was most likely 
abandoned as a result of the Spanish policy of 
Reducción. The Spaniards ordered it abandoned, 
and the people moved to Pilabó and the newly 
built Socorro mission church. All indications 
show a very complete and orderly abandonment 
of the area, they  took everything of value with 
them. It was not abandoned in haste, such as from 
warfare, fire, drought, disease or other 
catastrophic reasons, as were many other pueblos.

These are the logical reasons used by 
archaeologists, and the people of Socorro alike, 
that puts an almost certain degree of confidence 
that the first Socorro has finally been found.

As Dr. Bletzer, who directed the excavation, 
expressed, “Though data from Plaza Montoya 
alone cannot resolve this question (of Teipana), 
the relative prominence of the pre-mission 
Socorro in documents from the Oñate years … 
make Plaza Montoya the likeliest candidate 
identified so far.”

Just as important, there are no indications that 
Plaza Montoya is not Teipana. There is not one 
known clue out of place. The major Piro pueblos 
along the Rio Grande are documented — even 
though the present day locations of Alamillo and 
Senecú are unknown, we do know they were quite 
distant from Luis Lopez.

Plaza Montoya fulfills almost every known clue 
of being Teipana. At this point, some profound 

Photos by Paul Harden
The two principal investigators on the project. Dr. Michael Bletzer (left) directed the pueblo excavations; Tom 
O’Laughlin (right), of the Albuquerque Museum, is shown recording artifacts from the central plaza area.

Courtesy Michael Bletzer
One of the ceremonial rooms found at Teipana. The 
holes once held the posts of a weaving loom.



discovery would have to be made to prove that it is 
not. Therefore, it’s likely that Teipana, or Teypana 
— the first Socorro — has been found.

What Was Learned?
The age of the pottery, carbon dating and other 

methods, indicate Teipana was first built in the 
1500s, possibly earlier. It was continuously 
occupied into the early 1600s Spanish colonial 
era. It was a rectangular pueblo with a single 
opening at the southeast corner. This indicates a 
well fortified pueblo, possibly to protect it from 
Apache attacks. 

Teipana expanded as the population grew. The 
pueblo was almost constantly under construction 
or renovation. Some of the rooms had two or three 
floor surfaces, indicating new rooms were built 
atop older rooms, or their function changed.  New 
construction was inward, which reduced the size 
of the plaza as it grew. That is, newer “homes” 
faced the plaza.

The typical house was a plaza-facing room with 
a hearth for warming the living space in cooler 
weather. Rear rooms were used for food 
preparation and storage. In the case of two-story 
units, the living space was the upper floor. An 
external ladder was used to access the living space, 
which could be raised into the room at night for 
security and privacy.

From the number of rooms and living space 
found at Teipana, it is estimated the population 
was between 500-900 people.

Most of the adobe wall bricks were shaped by 
hand, although some were made using a form — 
an unusual Piro construction technique, possibly 
due to the Spanish influence. Ceremonial rooms 
were also plastered and decorated. Post holes for a 
large weaving loom were found in one such room.

Fire hearths were typically located in the center 
of the room for heating and cooking. Of the 20 
hearths excavated, 16 were built in the wall 
corners — another trait of Spanish influence.

Discarded food stuffs found included corn, fish, 
deer, turtles, birds and rabbits — all indicators of 
the Piro diet.

Living spaces also contained ceremonial 
objects, toys, musical instruments and other 
decorative objects of unknown function. This 
indicates life at Teipana included fun, 
entertaining, spiritual, and other leisure time 
activities.

Burial of the dead varied widely from one pueblo 
culture to another. All human remains found at 
Teipana were cremations. Most were found in pits 
located in the central plaza area, and a few inside 
the rooms. Cremation was the Piro preference.

Of particular interest was finding evidence of 

Courtesy Michael Bletzer and Paul Harden
A nearly intact utility pot as it was found in one of the rooms on the south side of the pueblo (left). The pot is 
now on display at El Camino Real International Heritage Center (right) – after being cleaned up a bit.

Photo by Paul Harden
Flutes made from hollowed bones found at Teipana. It 
makes one wonder what Piro music sounded like.



the arrival of the Spanish colonists after 1598. 
Excavation revealed a few iron spikes, nails, bolts, 
and other metallic objects — clearly of European 
origin. Without a doubt, Teipana was occupied 
during the early Spanish colonial years.

What Was Not Found
Just as intriguing about what was found, is what 

was not found.
The biggest mystery is that no kiva has yet been 

found. Every pueblo has a kiva — except Teipana. 
Did the friars make them destroy their kiva as part 
of their conversion to Catholicism? Still, 
excavations and trenches dug in the plaza should 
have found evidence of a kiva, even if destroyed. 
Filled in kivas have been found at other pueblos, 
such as the Piro mission pueblos of Senecú and 
Sevilleta.

Or, perhaps, the newer south room block was 
built on top of the filled-in kiva. Excavations at 
other pueblos have revealed, after the kiva was 
destroyed, rooms deep within the pueblo were 
often used as “secret” ceremonial rooms. 
Ceremonial rooms were found at Teipana.  
Whether they were used in secret is not known.

Very little intact pottery or tools have been 
found, a further indication of an orderly 
abandonment. The broken pottery that was found 
was apparently already discarded when Teipana 
was abandoned.

No vigas that once held up the roofs or second 
story rooms were found. This is a shame since the 
tree rings of vigas is a technique to date pueblo 
construction at other sites. Apparently, during 
abandonment, they disassembled their homes 
and salvaged everything they could, including 
carrying heavy vigas and other items to Pilabó. 
This is another indication that Teipana was 
located not far from where they resettled — the 
new Socorro.

There were no signs of fire or warfare as one 
would expect with a hasty abandonment. The 
population at Teipana was strong until the very 
end, which suggests the population did not 
decline due to drought, starvation or disease.

The Franciscan friars that ministered to 
Teipana likely lived in existing pueblo rooms or, 
perhaps, built their own rooms on to the pueblo. 
However, no signs of an early mission have yet 
been located. This may be further proof that 
Teipana was ordered abandoned by the Spaniards 
to move them to Pilabó, where the first mission 
church was being built.

Socorro’s Proud History
The Rio Abajo was first occupied by the Piro 

people, a nation estimated at 5,000-10,000 
people. The Piro people are now gone — an extinct 
race. Yet, they were our forefathers and the 
namesake of our town. The excavation of Teipana 
clarifies much of Socorro’s early history. The 
recovered artifacts gives us a look at these nearly 
forgotten people and life along the Rio Grande 
before the Spaniards.

Thanks to the generosity and foresight of Holm 
and Earle Bursum, the late Charles and Jessie 
Headen, and Barbara Remington, true pieces of 
our past can finally be seen and appreciated. Now 
part of a special exhibit entitled 

A special appreciation is also due to Mike 
Marshall, Henry Walt, Tom O’Laughlin and Dr. 
Michael Bletzer for being the only archaeologists 
who have strived to preserve the Piro culture of 
Socorro County. For those involved in the 
excavations, Dr. Bletzer proved to be an excellent 
teacher, and an invaluable resource in preparing 
this article.

“Native Peoples 
Along the Camino Real,” many of the artifacts are 
now on display at El Camino Real International 
Heritage Center south of Socorro.

Photo by Paul Harden
Archaeologist Dr. Michael Bletzer, and wife Silke, 
excavating a portion of the east block room.
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