
monument—my challenge, my canvas. I was a painter, poet, 

musician, dreamer, and doer—ready to get a job done: a task, 

a poem, a portrait of times new and old. 

I often approach each piece with a sense of the first time; 

the first time I have chosen to write, new fingers, new feelings, 

grip on a pencil and poetry on my mind—there is no way to 

use old skills to create something that is supposed to breathe, 

speak, and sing the history of a people, a place, first contact, 

first happenings, of a world that is now happening. 

When I arrived at the monument, I stepped out of my truck 

and was greeted by Annie Campagna, a monument ranger. 

Annie described the layout and we walked and talked a while. 

I looked out over the landscape. There were preserved pieces 

of a story that I was going to retell, construct, and bring light 

to. There was a river flowing by, and beautiful trees down 

below. The sight that I was playing witness to was the per-

fect inspiration for any poet. There was dust, dirt, wind, and 

water—there were people and a place—filled, and in some 

spaces empty. As the poet, I was to fill that space with words, 

but I realized, these words couldn’t just be my own. I told 

Annie that I realized that this assignment was “bigger than just 

me,” and that in fact, to do the poem and story justice, I would 

I 
was asked to take a trip just a little bit north of my house 

in Albuquerque to write in and about the Coronado State 

Monument. The task at first seemed simple. I was to visit 

an outdoor monument filled with pretty things to look at 

and surrounded by color, vegetation, landscape, and horizon, 

and scribe a few poetic lines—I figured to have the project 

knocked out in an afternoon. However, as I got in my truck 

and headed North, I began to think about why this site had 

been preserved, what it represented, and the significance it 

holds, not only for New Mexico, but for our entire country. 

The task seemed to grow and as the miles went by I realized 

the weight of my assignment. I love a challenge though, and 

don’t mind a little responsibility—as a writer my job is to take 

the every day, the ordinary, and make it extraordinary; I am 

supposed to be able to confront life and its layered complexi-

ties, and draw them out with words, make sense of what is 

around us, and bring light to the beauty of the world. So, 

I pushed onward north, past the rows of homes and truck 

stops, gas stations, casinos and reservation land, onto the 
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This black-and-white photograph shows replicas of the Kuaua Ruins, at Coronado 

State Monument, near Bernalillo, New Mexico. The original ruins were excavated 

from 1933-1938, and then backfilled for preservation. In the late 1930's these replica 

ruins were constructed on the surface. Most of the replicas have since eroded away, 

though some remain. Unidentified photographer [possibly George Thompson], New 

Mexico Magazine Collection, ca. 1950. Courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo 

Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. HP 2007.20.185. 
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Carlos Contreras performs his poetry in the courtyard of the Palace of the 

Governors/ New Mexico History Museum. Photograph by Sabra La Vaun Photography.



need her help and the help of her co-workers. I figured that 

if I sat down with each of these folks and let them talk to me 

about why, when, where, how, and everything in between in 

respect to this piece of land and the events that took place on 

it, I might develop a better and more genuine direction for the 

poetry I was tasked to write. This approach of bringing others 

into my poem isn’t really anything new for me. I write from 

simple and relatable places. I often make sense of my world, 

thoughts and emotions by sharing the stories and conversa-

tions between myself and my family, in the forms of poetry 

and prose. People that surround and occupy the spaces that 

I write about pop up in my poetry. The written and spoken 

word should never just be centered on the creator, but be cre-

ated by the cacophony of sound that surrounds the artist. 

At Coronado I was blessed with folks who were willing 

to talk, share, speak, and be heard. From those interactions 

comes this creation. That day, New Mexico State Monument 

Rangers Alex Sedillos, John Cutler, and Scott Smith each 

took time out of their day to sit with me and tell me their 

stories. Each ranger approached the story of the monument, 

its events, and the history of it all, from a different angle. It 

was very helpful to gather the kaleidoscope of perspectives on 

this treasured piece of land. Lastly, I spoke with Dr. Richard 

Reycraft. Dr. Reycraft is responsible for the conservation of all 

the state monuments, and I was lucky he was at Coronado the 

day I visited. The angles and facts were helpful, but translat-

ing most powerfully to me were the love, passion, energy, and 

dedication that this staff have for the place where they show 

up to work every day. I wanted to do them justice in writing 

this poem. So the words of “It Used to be a Village” aren’t my 

words, but rather a re-interpretation of theirs: they spoke, 

I listened, and within our conversations together, I “found” 

this poem. Coronado was found as an initial contact site; this 

poem is a site for the transmission of the heart, stories, and 

love that exists for this monument on the behalf of the staff at 

Coronado. I hope that this poem does justice to the history, 

present, and future of this treasure. 
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This color photograph by Kent Dick comes from a 1950s postcard, courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), Neg. No. 089563. 
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