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order; symmetry; civil, political, military ideals. And it captured the imagination 
of America’s architects.

But our Southwestern architecture that’s been here for a thousand years is 
not about that. It’s domestic architecture that functions extremely well because 
it focuses on community and on the earth. The pueblo pragmatic style is fully 
functional and has no interest in decoration. 

And the thoughtful modern architecture here has that same built-into-the-
earth sensibility. (Of course, you can find aggressive, splashy glass stuff, but 
that’s not what I’m talking about.)

I’m talking about the architecture here that fits with the site, with the land-
scape, just like the cliff dwellings. They both look like they belong there. And 
they even employ similar building techniques.

When Mabel Dodge Luhan, Marsden Hartley, John Marin, Stuart Davis, 
Georgia O’Keeffe – this huge influx of artists – moved here in the 1920s, 
how did that affect architecture?
When they came here, they brought the idea of modernism. The landscape was 
a perfect expression of modernist volume, color, and simplicity. They loved the 
landscape and the vibrant colors, the bright blue sky, the pinks and purples at 
sunset. They were radical artists and used the landscape for fresh, modernist 
interpretations in their paintings. And their paintings were reflected perfectly 
in New Mexico itself. O’Keeffe, in particular, took this sensibility to her home, 
renovating her Ghost Ranch by adding simple picture windows and eliminating 
decorative vigas and canales. All of a sudden, modernist architectural and  
interior design sensibilities made their way into New Mexico. 

And what about today? How has modernism evolved?
In the last two decades, new modern homes are changing the shape and inten-
tion of buildings and their relationship to the landscape. They are sensitive to 
incorporating the land into the designs so that the indoors and outdoors are 
connected in some way, which is not that easy since this is a fairly inhospitable 
climate. You can’t have the doors open all the time. So they connect to the land 
with embedded structures, large portals, and courtyards. You’re in the land, but 
you’re also in the house, and you’re very tied to everything that’s going on out-
side. And really, the early Pueblo architecture was the same way, protecting the 
inhabitants from the environment.

Modernism has happened here, and architects no longer have to design mod-
ern houses with a lot of bushes in front of them so no one notices. And the more 
you look at these new houses, the more you realize they’re simply an up-to-date 
version of what’s already been here. Of course, they are fully in the here and 
now, but they hearken back to building traditions and a more simple way of life. 
I think archaeologists actually understand this more than a lot of architects. It 
worked in the past, it works in the present, and it will in the future. 
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Return
of
the
Bullfrogs

S A M  K N O W L T O N ,  E A N  G A R V I N ,  A N D  M A R K  P E A D E N   C O N S E R V A T I O N I S T S

AS OUR DROUGHT WORSENS, a trio of exceptional conservationists have 
gathered at Steve Blamer’s Blame Her Ranch in Ribera to build a model of what 
water management could – and should – look like. 

The team is comprised of Sam Knowlton from San Isidro Permaculture, a local 
ecological design and restoration landscaping company; Ean Garvin, a PhD in 
biogeosciences and a consultant specializing in reconstruction of wetlands; and 
Mark Peaden, a professor of desert ecology and applied conservation.  

Over breakfast at the Anasazi, we learned what this model looks like. 

Tell us about the ranch project.
Sam: Our focus is on water harvesting, erosion mitigation, and revegetation. 
We assessed erosion patterns, runoff volumes, and vegetation in the area to 
determine how to capture the maximum amount of rain water. 

Our solution includes two ponds: one permanent – sealed with natural clay for 
wildlife and vegetation – and a second overflow pond to slowly infiltrate excess 
water back into the water table. These ponds can hold over 300,000 gallons 
from a single event. 

The design also included erosion control structures, where we used rock 
from on site to slow and spread water out, creating a microclimate for the  
vegetation to establish. 

In addition, we planted over 200 native trees and shrubs to stabilize the soil 
and attract wildlife. And we hydro-seeded three acres around the ponds with 
dozens of different species of native wildflowers and grass. The grasses and 
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wildflowers have spread pretty dramatically. We’ve basically transformed an 
overgrazed land so that now, when it rains, the infrastructure is set up so that 
any water is captured and nothing is wasted. 

Has wildlife increased?
Mark: As we bring in this water, we’re documenting the wildlife that is there 
and planning how we’re going to increase those species. 

There’s a technique called wildlife guzzlers, a system that catches the water 
and sits it in small basins so wildlife can come drink from them. They’re great 
because you just set them in the ground and they do the work for you. We’ve 
placed online game cameras on the guzzlers, so we’re able to quantify what  
species are there and in what numbers. We’ve also added acoustic monitors 
that monitor birds and frogs.

We’re seeing great bird diversity. The birds are called neotropical migrants 
– warblers, tanagers, etc. They spend most of the winter in Columbia, Mexico, 
and South America and migrate through New Mexico up toward Canada and 
Montana. They really count on this migratory pathway. 

We monitor bats as well. Bats provide essential ecosystem services; they eat 
500–1,000 mosquitoes per night. Free pest control.

In terms of frogs, we’re seeing interesting diversity there as well. New Mexico 
has some pretty elusive frogs since there’s obviously not a lot of water here.  
In fact, we’re talking about reintroducing native bullfrog species. 

We have some species of toads in this area that spend 97% of their lives 
underground. The only time they come up is for reproduction, and that’s when 
you hear them. That’s called explosive breeding. Seriously.

So we’re closely monitoring the effect of these new conservation practices on 
all of the wildlife. You catch the water, and the species will come. 

Ean: Another really cool project we’re working on is installing the Motus 
Wildlife Tracking System. These are towers that exude a frequency, similar to 
FM in your car, that allows for tagging and tracking species. It identifies all of 
the migratory species coming through an area, emitting a beacon that lets you 
know when the wildlife is passing through. So now you know, This bird arrived 
this day and left this day.

Mark: We’re seeing an issue with rain events where it’s not just lack of water, 
it’s also determining when the rain happens. If it comes 10 days early, some 
birds might not be here yet, and if it comes 30 days late, those birds are likely 
gone. So it’s not just the amount of rainfall we’re concerned with, it’s also the 
timing.

What is your overall objective?
Sam: While we’re all concerned about the number of inches of rain, you also 
think, What do I do with what I’ve got? The bottom line is stopping the waste 
of all of this water running down the hills, down the roads, down to nothing. 
That’s what we’re stopping.

Mark: One of the really interesting aspects of this is that once you document 
all this wildlife, you can start getting public engagement and education. Maybe 
there’s an elementary school that’s interested in all of the native birds and bats 
and frogs in the area. Now they have an opportunity to actually see them.  
Otherwise, they never would.

Ean: Also, with these Motus towers, we’re part of a huge network, so folks 
anywhere can see can see the data we’re picking up. It’s great for collaboration 
among schools and universities.

Mark: We’ll also get the word out through scientific publications. Maybe when 
people see the success of retaining the water and increasing species, it will stop 
the explosion of mini ranchettes. 

 

“We have some species 
of toads in this area 
that spend 97% of their
lives underground. The
only time they come 
up is for reproduction, 
and that’s when you 
hear them. That’s called  
explosive breeding. 
Seriously.”


