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New Mexico Statehood and Political Inequality
The Case of Nuevomexicanos

PhilliP B. Gonzales

••

Prior to the late 1880s, the civic and political leaders of Nuevomexica-
nos generally disagreed on the question of statehood for territorial New 
Mexico. As one faction or another put the issue on the public agenda, 

those who favored it joined Euroamerican (the vernacular “Anglo”) settlers 
who believed that statehood would accelerate the modern development of 
the territory to everyone’s benefit and enable the people to enjoy the political 
sovereignty that regular membership among the states in the Union held out. 
Opponents generally believed that the territory was not yet ready for statehood, 
and especially that it would burden the mass of poor Spanish-speaking citizens 
with unaffordable taxes until the territory’s economy could develop sufficiently.1

But as David Holtby’s recent book on New Mexico’s achievement of statehood 
indicates, Nuevomexicano spokesmen at the turn of the twentieth century clearly, 
if not unequivocally, supported the statehood movement. The success of the 
statehood proposition rested on this support. Nuevomexicanos constituted the 
majority of New Mexico’s population and statehood required that the population 
ratify the 1910 constitution. A great deal thus rode on Nuevomexicano leaders  
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making the effort to convince their ethnic brethren that they needed state-
hood in particular. Nuevomexicanos enthusiastically backed statehood in the 
hopes of receiving the essential bounties—political, economic, and cultural—
that their numbers warranted. The special educational and voting provisions 
accorded to them by the New Mexico State Constitution lifted their hopes.2

Most directly statehood awarded full citizenship to the people of New Mex-
ico and spelled the beginning of a robust self-government that offered citizens 
the right to elect individuals of their choice to serve in the state’s immensely 
more powerful political offices. These gains came after Nuevomexicanos had 
enjoyed substantial political integration in the nineteenth century. Even as the 
United States had conquered and forcibly annexed their homeland, they had 
regularly been elected to serve as New Mexico’s delegate to the U.S. Congress, 
for example, and they formed the great majority of those in the territorial leg-
islature. Such a tradition granted a certain felt right among Nuevomexicanos 
to hold their fair share of offices once statehood arrived. Such sentiments con-
trasted with those felt in California and Texas, the two other major former Mex-
ican territories annexed by the United States in the 1840s, which both saw their 
native Mexicans displaced from the political roost they had occupied as citizens 
of the Mexican Republic. In Texas this exclusion from statewide office at the 
hands of Euroamerican dominance began from the very start of statehood in 
1845; in California it began by the 1880s.3

However, as the inevitability of New Mexico statehood became ever more 
apparent at the turn of the twentieth century, the question remained whether 
Nuevomexicanos would occupy their fair share of the higher political positions. 
This uncertainty stemmed largely from important changes in the Euroameri-
can sector. First, a new breed of aggressive Euroamerican politicians arrived in 
the 1870s, initiated by the likes of Stephen B. Elkins, Thomas Catron, and Max 
Frost. These politicians took hold of the newly established Republican Party and 
controlled it for the interests of themselves and their mostly Euroamerican allies 
to the point of statehood.4 Second, the Euroamerican population dramatically 
increased once the railroad crisscrossed New Mexico in the 1880s. To illustrate, 
the average rate of population increase in the censuses between 1860 and 1900, 
when Nuevomexicanos constituted 85 percent of the territory’s population, was 
27.4 percent. Between 1900 and 1910, however, New Mexico’s overall population 
increased by 67.6 percent, from 195,310 to 327,301. Moreover, a core segment of 
the American newcomers settled in the southeastern corner of the state where 
they predominated among the electorate and came to dominate the Democratic 
Party.5

These changes had some serious political consequences for Nuevomexica-
nos. Take, for example, the office of delegate to Congress. From 1853 to 1882 a 
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Nuevomexicano had filled thirteen of seventeen terms as congressional dele-
gate, but from 1884 to 1908 a Nuevomexicano served only one out of thirteen 
terms, despite a continued Nuevomexicano population majority. Four Nuevo-
mexicano delegate candidates ran unsuccessfully during that latter period.6 The 
increasing representation of Euroamericans in the territorial assembly also sig-
naled their growing power. For the three decades after 1850 when territorial citi-
zens were granted the franchise, Nuevomexicanos comprised the clear majority 
of both the council and the house. That pattern started to shift in the 1880s. The 
signal body from the start was the twelve-member council (senate). Throughout 
the entire territorial period, Nuevomexicanos comprised 72 percent of all coun-
cil members.7 That pattern began to erode in the railroad era. The shocker came 
in the 1888–1889 session when only five elected members were Nuevomexicano. 
Nuevomexicanos narrowly regained the majority in the council for the 1890–
1891 session, but constituted only half of the session in 1892–1893. After that 
Nuevomexicanos became the minority in the territorial council in every session 
until the last one in 1909. The low point came in 1907 when their representation 
dropped to three members. In the larger house of representatives, which had 
seen a similar 75 percent Nuevomexicano majority before the railroad’s arrival, 
Nuevomexicanos held on to narrow majorities until the tail end of New Mexi-
co’s territorial period, when Euroamericans gained the majority in the council 
sessions of 1907 and 1909.8

The political reality of the ethnic distribution of power was quite vivid in 
1910 when Euroamericans held the clear majority of the popularly elected seats 
(sixty-five of one hundred) in the Constitutional Convention, which drafted the 
organic constitution for New Mexico to become a state.9 The central question, 
then, became whether Nuevomexicanos would be able to participate in the new 
state political system at all. Anticipating the first electoral season under state-
hood, Hispano pundits were already expressing the need for vigilance. Santa Fe 
correspondent Luis Tafoya editorialized that the “sons of New Mexico” needed 
to “prove that they were capable of defending their rights and demanding the 
portion of public positions that they deserved.” Otherwise, with the reality of 
statehood, they would face outsiders who were “ready to capture the rights of 
the hispano-americanos the first opportunity that presents itself.”10

Following congressional terms for admittance into the union, territorial gov-
ernor William Mills scheduled an election in the fall of 1911 for county offices, 
the legislature, the governorship, state administrative offices, and the two seats 
in the U.S. House of Representatives. While conventional wisdom assured that 
Nuevomexicanos would dominate the legislature, the highest state offices were 
up for grabs. Euroamericans unequivocally sought these positions for them-
selves. As a result, Nuevomexicano spokesmen crystallized a public relations 
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phenomenon, the so-called “native-son” campaign, to pressure the political par-
ties (Democrats and Republicans), the legislature, and the electorate into nomi-
nating and electing Hispanos for governor, U.S. congressmen, and U.S. senators.

Nuevomexicano activists throughout the new state participated in the 
native-son cause. The chief instigator and most famous among them was the 
charismatic Mexican-born, Octaviano Larrazolo. The need to stem the erosion 
of Nuevomexicano political power and stature appeared with some urgency and 
poignancy not only in the context of New Mexico’s new status as a state, but also 
in the larger frame, against what one sociologist has called the “political oppres-
sion” in the American South, where blacks were systematically excluded from 
political office and the political process through racist laws, white police enforc-
ers, and violent public intimidation.11

In the nominating season of 1911, the native-son expression focused on the 
more powerful Republican Party. A great deal rode on the Republican nomina-
tion for governor. Popular opinion held that the Republican National Commit-
teeman and famed Valencia County boss Solomon Luna could walk away with 
it if he chose. Luna, however, made clear before the start of the party nominat-
ing convention that he would refuse to run for any office.12 San Miguel County 
officials pushed the candidacy of native-son Secundino Romero, the chair of the 
San Miguel County Republican Party and editor/owner of the Spanish-language 
weekly El Independiente. Romero arrived at the Republican nominating con-
vention (held in his hometown of Las Vegas) backed by Republicans in Mora 
County and his own San Miguel County, who instructed their delegates to sup-
port his nomination.13 For governor, however, the Euroamerican power brokers 
in the Republican Party drafted Socorro County’s Holm Bursum, the chairman 
of the State Republican Central Committee.

An important figure on the New Mexico scene, Bursum had developed the 
skill of cultivating Nuevomexicano support for his particular interests. The Bur-
sum campaign thus boasted the support not only of top leaders in the state 
Republican organization but also the likes of Solomon Luna. Moreover, Bur-
sum had established close relationships with the Nuevomexicano rank and file 
in the Republican Party, to the point that Romero failed to keep control over 
his own San Miguel County delegation, which ended up splitting its vote.14 On 
a vote of 228 to 75, Bursum came away the clear victor. Romero moved that 
Bursum’s nomination be accepted by acclamation. However, his less obliging 
native-son supporters accused the Santa Fe County delegation of betraying its 
promised support for their candidate. Romero followers retaliated by sabotag-
ing the nomination of Santa Fe candidate George Washington Armijo for sec-
retary of state, no matter that Armijo was himself a Nuevomexicano. To mollify 
the Las Vegas delegation, the convention offered Romero the nomination for 
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secretary of state. He declined it, declaring that he wanted no gifts, but the con-
vention refused to hear him and he gave in to the friendly pressure.15

In the end, Republicans nominated four Nuevomexicanos out of the sixteen 
slots on the ticket: Romero for secretary of state, Silvestre Mirabal for state trea-
surer, George Armijo for corporation commissioner, and Elfego Baca for one of 
the two U.S. congressional seats. Not least for the pressure applied by Larrazolo 
and Baca, Nuevomexicano opinion-makers loyal to the Republican organiza-
tion portrayed their party as their true protector, and its leaders the “paladins” 
and “brave soldiers” of Hispano rights.16

In comparison the Democratic nominating convention presented an air of 
harmony focused on challenging Republican domination of New Mexico pol-
itics. In the absence of any native-son pressure to nominate a Nuevomexicano, 
the Lincoln County progressive William C. McDonald was easily nominated for 
governor. At least the Democrats put on their ticket the two long-time native-
son editors of La Voz del Pueblo, Ezequiel C. de Baca for lieutenant governor 
and Antonio Lucero for secretary of state. Additionally, the progressive Demo-
cratic native-son Paz Velarde received one of the nominations for Congress (the 
former territorial delegate to Congress Harvey Fergusson received the other). 
Félix Martínez, the owner of La Voz del Pueblo, gave what his own paper called 
an eloquent discourse on the “healthy” principles of the Democratic Party.17

The first election campaign for the new state opened in the fall of 1911 with 
enthusiastic mass meetings throughout the state. Republican Larrazolo person-
ally stumped the communities of Mora, Taos, and Las Cruces. He accused the 
Democratic Party of racial discrimination, and especially blamed former Tex-
ans in the southeastern portion of the state for his defeat in the congressional 
delegate race in 1908.18 The Democratic campaign accused Euroamericans of 
continually squelching native-son proclivities in the Republican Party.19

As the campaign ensued, many Republican progressives defected from the reg-
ular Republican Party and launched an all-out assault on the Republican old guard 
and Bursum in particular. The break led to independent Republican-Democratic 
fusion tickets in key counties.20 In a significant reflection of Euroamerican atten-
tion to the election, voters turned out in high numbers in the predominantly and 
wholly Euroamerican counties even though the Nuevomexicano-majority coun-
ties had larger numbers of eligible voters.21 In the end, New Mexico’s first heady 
election for state offices gave the Democrats most of the higher offices including 
governor, lieutenant governor, secretary of state, and one of two congressional 
seats. The chief Nuevomexicano Democratic newspaper stated that the “reign of 
despotism of the [Republican] bosses had come to an end.”22

However, the results indicated weak Nuevomexicano representation. C. de 
Baca would be lieutenant governor and Lucero secretary of state. Democrats 
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pointed to these results as indicators of their party’s service to Hispanos, but 
critics emphasized that each of them had won in races against other Nuevo-
mexicanos.23 In fact, “where there was a choice between Spanish-Americans 
and Anglos in the election,” one historian notes, “Anglos were elected, irrespec-
tive of party affiliation.”24 As a result, only two of sixteen state offices went to 
Nuevomexicanos.25 Moreover, a striking sign appeared in the results of the two 
statewide congressional races. Democrat Harvey Fergusson defeated Republi-
can Elfego Baca. Fergusson’s victory was consistent with the greater trend that 
Euroamerican Democrats turned out in higher number to vote in the general 
election than their Nuevomexicano counterparts. At the same time, however, 
the Euroamerican Republican, George Curry, defeated the Hispano Democrat 
Paz Velarde.26

The ethnic distribution in the election returns bitterly disappointed native-
son partisans. Revista de Taos, for example, said that Hispano participation in 
the state government “was a lie and a chimera” and that the government had 
“frozen into a ridiculous and laughable farce.”27 One skeptic claimed that the 
Republican strategists placed most of their effort into electing Curry and the 
other Euroamericans on the ticket while sacrificing the Nuevomexicanos, a 
point underscored by the lower-majority margins that went to Elfego Baca in 
Hispano strongholds.28 “Obviously stung” by his defeat for Congress, Baca bit-
terly accused the Republican bosses of a “double cross” and of not doing enough 
to support his candidacy. Baca also accused Curry of “raising the race issue” by 
making anti-Mexican statements in predominantly Euroamerican districts, and 
of supporting Democrat Fergusson in order to prevent a Nuevomexicano from 
going to Congress.29

Native-son disappointment declined for a time as a federal reapportionment 
nullified the congressional races of 1911 and determined that New Mexico was 
eligible for only one seat in the U.S. House. New Mexicans would have to fill 
the position through a special election, but only after the general election of 
November 1912.

In the meantime, and following the standard national procedure at the time, 
the first state legislature received the responsibility of determining who would 
become New Mexico’s first U.S. senators. Of course Nuevomexicano politicians 
and newspapermen called on the Nuevomexicano majority in the legislature 
to select one of their people for at least one of the two senatorial posts.30 Their 
determination grew red hot when the Santa Rosa New Star remarked that there 
were no Hispanos qualified to be a U.S. senator. La Bandera Americana, based 
in Albuquerque, indignantly shot back with a list of distinguished individuals 
who would make fine senators: Rafael Romero of Mora County; Benjamin Read 
of Santa Fe; José Chaves and Solomon Luna of Valencia County; Jesús Casaus, 
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Manuel Vigil, Antonio Sedillo, Elfego Baca, and Nestor Montoya of Bernalillo 
County; and Antonio Lucero and Ezequiel C. de Baca of San Miguel County.31 
The paper then laid a moral obligation on all Nuevomexicano legislators to 
advance the candidacy of an Hispano, “or be hung with the label of coward.”32

In the actual legislative deliberations, three major factors undercut the nam-
ing of a Nuevomexicano senator. First, Euroamerican Republicans accused four 
Nuevomexicano members of the House of putting their votes up for sale. With 
charges formally made and a trial pending, their suspension from the legislature 
reduced the number of Nuevomexicanos deciding the senatorial appointments 
and debilitated the attempt for unity behind a Nuevomexicano. Second, Nue-
vomexicano legislators were themselves divided along party lines. The majority 
were Republicans, and Republican leaders both in the legislature and outside 
it insisted on party loyalty above all other considerations. Their position nar-
rowed the number of potential candidates and also factionalized the issue of 
Hispanic candidates within the Republican Party itself. The strong ambition 
of Euroamericans to become a U.S. senator also proved formidable. The roster 
of aspirants included territorial delegate William “Bull” Andrews, former ter-
ritorial governor William J. Mills, Supreme Court Justice Albert Fall, former 
territorial delegate to Congress Thomas Catron, former territorial governor L. 
Bradford Prince, former territorial governor Herbert J. Hagerman, and the pro-
gressives W. H. Gillenwater and William Springer. Long-term and sophisticated 
politicians in the territory and well-to-do citizens, these men had cultivated 
relationships with Nuevomexicanos that helped divide the Spanish-speaking 
legislators.33

In the come-one-come-all competition, the legislature took several ballots 
to winnow down a realistic list of finalists for the senatorial seats. In the early 
going, a number of Nuevomexicanos received nomination, including Vences-
lao Jaramillo, José D. Sena, Eugenio Romero, Secundino Romero, Octaviano 
Larrazolo, R. L. Baca, Félix Martínez, and Miguel Otero.34 However, these indi-
viduals tended to receive only a handful of divided votes and by the sixth bal-
lot only Martínez appeared to have a ghost of a chance. His deficit was that he 
was a staunch Democrat paddling in a sea of Republicans whose leaders strictly 
enforced party loyalty. Euroamericans battled each other for the favor of Nue-
vomexicano votes. Until the last ballot, clusters of Hispano legislators stayed 
loyal to the Euroamerican leaders Fall, Mills, and Andrews, the rest splitting 
among Catron and Prince.

In the balloting on the final day, Fall appeared to have sufficient votes to get 
one of the appointments. Catron, who came in second, fell four votes short late 
into the balloting. The report in the Santa Fe New Mexican explained: “Solomon 
Luna pleaded with Speaker [R. L.] Baca to cast his vote for Thomas B. Catron, 
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but fruitlessly up to the last moment. [Democrat] Félix Martínez exhorted the 
Spanish Americans not to vote for [the Republicans] Catron and Fall; up to the 
last moment, Thomas B. Catron and his son, Republican Charles Catron, sought 
to persuade the four votes lacking to fall into line; and others, Republicans, Pro-
gressives, Democrats, [and] Spanish Americans, were frantically making a last 
appeal.”35

Formerly recalcitrant Nuevomexicanos settled the matter. According to an 
eyewitness, “A number of native New Mexicans changed their minds at this crit-
ical moment in the career of the Republican Methuselah.”36 In the end, Catron 
received fourteen Hispano votes, eight more than he had gotten in the seventh 
round.37 According to one historian, Catron broke the deadlock by making 
“special appeals”—a promise of patronage most likely—to the Nuevomexicano 
representatives.38 Thwarting native-son desires, Fall and Catron became New 
Mexico’s first U.S. senators.

In the congressional election of November 1912, the Nuevomexicano press 
called on Republicans again to nominate Elfego Baca, although he had lost to 
the Democrat Fergusson in 1911, and for the Democrats to go with Paz Velarde, 
although he had lost to a Euroamerican as well. Neither party adopted the sugges-
tion. Fergusson received the Democratic nomination once again virtually with-
out opposition. On the Republican side, Baca threw his hat in, but the party went 
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Photographs Digital Collection, digital 
image no. 3c37609.
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strongly with the Roswell businessman Nathan Jaffa. The Republican hierarchy 
considered Jaffa, a candidate of economic progress, the strongest challenger it 
could put up against Fergusson.39

A ray of native-son hope broke through when the New Mexico Progressive 
Party nominated Marcos C. de Baca. The Progressive Party was a Bull Moose 
organization and many of its members, including former territorial governor 
Miguel A. Otero, had defected from the regular Republican Party after the dis-
appointing nominating experience the year before. C. de Baca, who served on 
the Bernalillo County Commission and in the territorial legislature, was a Nue-
vomexicano founder of the New Mexico Progressive League, which established 
the Progressive Party for the election.40 Other Nuevomexicanos contributed 
to the Progressive cause. In Santa Fe County, the delegates to the Progressive 
Party state convention included George Washington Armijo, Gregorio Her-
rera, Felipe Valdez, James Baca, Jesús Ortiz y Tafoya, David Gonzales, and Nick 
Montoya.41 Similar support came in from Bernalillo, Rio Arriba, Socorro, and 
Taos Counties.42

With the native-son C. de Baca at its head, the Progressive Party agenda specif-
ically advocated Nuevomexicano issues, such as defense of the Spanish and Mex-
ican land grants against Euroamerican speculators (many of them Republicans). 
It also defended the four Nuevomexicano legislators indicted for bribery on the 
claim that they were framed because the Republicans could not control them.43

Old guard Republicans, fearing the rise in progressive activity in the state, 
called the fall election a straight-out battle. Nestor Montoya, editor of Albu-
querque’s La Bandera Americana, warned the Nuevomexicano electorate not to 
be seduced by the flattering but altogether false hopes of the empty, powerless 
Progressive Party. Doing so, he argued, would only sidetrack the Nuevomexi-
canos from gains they were steadily making under the solid, and to his mind, 
effective, Republican Party doctrine and agenda.44 With three distinct parties 
vying for power in the state, regular Nuevomexicano Republicans went into 
the election confident of victory, particularly since the Taft administration had 
done Nuevomexicanos well with patronage appointments.45

In the same election that elevated the progressive Democrat Woodrow Wil-
son to the presidency, C. de Baca came in third in his congressional race. It sat-
isfied the Progressive Party, however, that C. de Baca’s 12 percent cut of the vote 
prevented the Republican Jaffa from being elected. With a 46 percent plurality, 
compared to Jaffa’s 37 percent, Nuevomexicanos were once again shut out and 
Harvey Fergusson became New Mexico’s first U.S. congressman.46 

Motivated by the deflating results in the first battery of New Mexico elec-
tions, Larrazolo and colleagues in the first decade of statehood elevated the 
native-son expressions, aspirations, and rhetoric into a virtual political move-
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ment with its own organization, La Sociedad Benéfica Hispano Americana. 
The group pressured the Republican and Democratic parties to institute pol-
icies of Nuevomexicano inclusion, such as nominees for high office, and even 
demanded that they give half of their state ballot nominations to Hispanos.47

In the off-year election of 1914, La Sociedad reached out to the ranching 
communities of north-central New Mexico, exhorting Nuevomexicano voters 
to support Nuevomexicano candidates. For the congressional race in this year, it 
advanced the name of Rio Arriba County’s Benigno C. Hernández. La Sociedad 
believed Hernández, who had never before sought state office, had the advan-
tage of not being known as a professional politician.48 Elfego Baca launched 
his own independent race for the nomination.49 However, the names of prom-
inent Euroamericans, particularly William H. Andrews and Bernard S. Rodey, 
loomed. The weekly Revista de Taos painted both as having treated the Hispanos 
badly during their service at the forefront of the Republican Party.50 Despite the 
known fact that Andrews desired the nomination, Hernández headed to the 
Republican nominating convention as the front runner. He easily garnered the 
nomination, a clear effect of the native-son activism.51

Euroamerican pundits called Hernández a long shot for the election, but 
native-son reports of discontent in the Democratic ranks with the incumbent 
Fergusson, particularly his inability to secure federal patronage for New Mexi-
cans, lifted native-son hopes.52 Indeed, the renewed native-son campaign’s first 
major victory came with Hernández’s easy defeat of Fergusson and Progressive 
Francis Wilson.

The election of 1916 involved three native-son possibilities. Hernández ran 
for reelection against Democrat W. B. Walton; the nativo-identified Republican 
Frank Hubbell was nominated to run against the Democrat A. A. Jones for the 
U.S. Senate; and Democrat C. de Baca was pitted against Republican Bursum 
for governor. Mass defections of independent Republicans from an encrusted 
bossism in the higher echelons of the Republican Party affected the election. 
Independents fused with Democrats in the counties of the Hispano north; the 
Progressive Party handed its delegates over to the Democratic nominating con-
vention; and county Democrats effectively invited unhappy Republicans into 
their camp.53

Also working against the Republicans, the popular Woodrow Wilson made 
an effective second run at the presidency. New Mexico went narrowly for 
Wilson, who won a second term, and its Democrats swept the higher politi-
cal offices. The results for native-son candidates were therefore negative at the 
federal level but favorable with regard to the state offices. On the one hand, 
Hernández lost his seat in Congress and Hubbell lost his Senate bid by the wid-
est of all margins. On the other hand, in a clear indication that political fusions 
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had hurt the Republican campaign, C. de Baca handily won the governor’s office 
over Bursum.54 Significantly, an ethnic leitmotif emerged in the state’s politi-
cal field: both parties now calculated nominations to assure Hispano represen-
tation on the state ticket. As a result, Lucero held on as secretary of state and 
the Progressive Bonifacio Montoya (who proved to be an effective generator 
of votes on the stump) won for state corporation commissioner, both running 
against Nuevomexicano opponents.55

As governor, C. de Baca symbolized an important native-son achievement 
to Larrazolo and his followers. Unfortunately, the infirmed governor served in 
office less than two months before passing away. A Republican Euroamerican, 
Washington E. Lindsey, had won as New Mexico’s lieutenant governor. As one 
historian put it, “The Democrats won the election only to lose it. The office of 
lieutenant governor proved to be more important than that of governor.”56 The 
misfortune hurt the native-son movement even more than it hurt the Demo-
cratic Party.

The Republicans gained native-son ground in the election of 1918. In that 
year, Hernández made an attempt to win back the seat in Congress that he had 
lost in 1916. In the more dynamic race, Larrazolo made a bid for governor. (In 
1914 a constitutional amendment made the term of New Mexico’s governor 
two years.) Larrazolo drew opposition from Nuevomexicano Democrats who 
resented him for defecting from the Democratic Party in 1911 and joining the 
Republican Party. However, both Euroamerican and Nuevomexicano Republi-
cans mobilized early support for Larrazolo; one native-son editor called him the 
Hispano “Moses.”57 As a result, the Democrats countered with a nomination of 
a Nuevomexicano of their own, the Rio Arriba County veteran politician Félix 
García, whom Democrats touted as a native of New Mexico while disparaging 
Larrazolo’s Mexican roots.58

New Mexico was destined to have a second Nuevomexicano governor. In a 
close race caused by low voter turnout, the honorary Nuevomexicano Larra-
zolo beat García by a half percent margin to become the only Mexican-born 
person to be elected governor of a state, as well as the first Republican gover-
nor of New Mexico. As he critically needed, Larrazolo captured all the Hispano 
homeland counties, including García’s own Rio Arriba, while two traditionally 
Democratic counties went Republican.59 As a carry-over effect of Larrazolo’s tri-
umph, Hernández bested Democrat G. A. Richardson for Congress.

Larrazolo’s term as governor in the years of World War I was tumultuous, 
plagued by intense labor unrest (in which he declared martial law on striking 
miners), his own controversial policies (including bilingual education), and 
opposition from Nuevomexicano county Republicans (on patronage and other 
issues).60 In 1920 Larrazolo defied the critics within his own party by announc-
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ing his intent to run for reelection.61 The Republican Party, lacking faith in 
his electability, offered him the nomination to Congress, as Hernández had 
announced he would not run again. Larrazolo refused the overture and, in a 
hard floor fight, Bursum’s old guard succeeded in drafting Merritt C. Mechem 
for governor. Mechem ran against another Euroamerican on the Democratic 
side, Richard Hanna, casting aside hopes for a Nuevomexicano governor.62 At 
the least, a native-son was guaranteed to serve another term in Congress as the 
Republicans replaced Hernández on their ticket with Nestor Montoya while the 
Democrats put up former secretary of state Lucero to oppose him. As it devel-
oped, the Republican Party’s overall strategy worked and Montoya easily came 
away with the office. Mechem won as well.63

Unfortunately, Montoya became an unpopular congressman. In the election 
of 1922, following the passage of the nineteenth amendment in August 1920, 
the native-daughter Adelina Otero-Warren successfully challenged his bid for a 
Republican Party renomination.64 At the same time, the native-son efforts con-
centrated heavily on getting a Nuevomexicano nominated for governor. In the 
heavily divided party, however, the effort fell through. Once again, party regu-
lars nominated one of their own, Charles Hill, on four ballots.65 However, the 
post–World War I depression made 1922 a bad year for Republicans, whose 
president occupied the White House. Hill lost to Democrat James Hinkle, and 

Benigno Cárdenas Hernández. 
Photograph courtesy Collection of the 
U.S. House of Representatives.

Octaviano A. Larrazolo, c. 1919. 
Photograph courtesy Library of 
Congress, Prints and Photographs Digital 
Collection, digital image no. 3a35896.
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John Morrow dashed native hopes by defeating Otero-Warren for Congress.66

A decade following statehood, Nuevomexicano representation in New Mex-
ico’s major elected offices dropped to its lowest point. The native-son lobby 
had fought mightily to institute policies of inclusion in the political party sys-
tem. Yet, as noted above, the conditions to block ethnic political equality were 
already in place before New Mexico transitioned to statehood. The key factor 
concerned the ambitions of Euroamerican men, such as Bursum and Catron, 
who conducted their politics at a higher, more sophisticated level than what 
Nuevomexicanos could collectively mount and attain. An important necessity 
in their projects was to befriend and strategically ally themselves with the Nue-
vomexicanos. This practice paid rewards to Euroamericans based in part on 
local patronage obligations, pressure networks, the high number of Nuevomex-
icanos financially indebted to Euroamerican bosses, and the hope among local 
Nuevomexicanos of gaining favor from a powerful political actor.67 Also signif-
icant was a compelling party system. Each party had the force to trump Nuevo-
mexicano ethnic identity and disrupt its solidarity potential.

Nuevomexicano political unity also faltered because much of the Nuevo-
mexicano electorate labored for a living and spoke Spanish only, rendering it 
more difficult to mobilize than the rapidly growing Euroamerican communi-
ties. Nuevomexicano representation in the state legislature illustrates this dif-
ficulty. In the biennial sessions up to 1939, Nuevomexicanos comprised an 
average of 22.5 percent of the state senate. They fared better in the state house, 
averaging 44 percent during that period. However, the census of 1940 showed 
that, for the first time, Nuevomexicanos no longer constituted the ethnic major-
ity in the state, falling to 42 percent of the population and dropping from there. 
Their percent of representation in the legislature accordingly declined precipi-
tously to a low of 19 percent in the mid-1950s.68

The trend of power erosion for Nuevomexicanos following statehood for New 
Mexico had lasting consequences with respect to the higher positions. After 
Nestor Montoya’s term in Congress, few Nuevomexicanos held office. Indicating 
Euroamerican power in the Republican Party, no Nuevomexicano served in the 
August body of the U.S. Senate until 1928, when Larrazolo received an honorary 
appointment to serve the unexpired term vacated by Bronson Cutting. The law 
required an election to fill out the unexpired term and Larrazolo won, serving in 
the Senate only until March 1929. A special circumstance yielded the second Nue-
vomexicano senator as well. In 1935 then-senator Bronson Cutting died in a plane 
crash, and Gov. Clyde Tingley, under pressure from Nuevomexicano Democrats, 
named to the office Cutting’s opponent in the just-concluded election, U.S. con-
gressman Dennis Chávez. Chávez went on to become a Nuevomexicano leg-
end by serving six terms as a New Deal senator until his death in 1962.69 In 1964 
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Joseph M. Montoya won Chávez’s seat, but served only two terms.70 No other 
Nuevomexicano, Mexican American, or Hispanic of any stripe has been elected 
to the Senate from New Mexico since Montoya.

Certainly, the native-son aim of having a steady stream of Nuevomexicano 
governors failed. Republican Manuel B. Otero lost his race for governor in 1924. 
After that no Nuevomexicano, or Mexican American from elsewhere for that 
matter, was even nominated for the office by either of the two major parties 
until 1974 when Jerry Apodaca got elected on the strength of a powerful north-
ern New Mexico Democratic Party caucus. Another Nuevomexicano Democrat, 
the progressive Toney Anaya, won the governorship in 1982 with a clear liberal 
agenda. Both served one term. In the new millennium, New Mexico elected two 
successive Hispanic governors. Democrat Bill Richardson was elected governor 
in 2002, serving two terms, followed by the current governor Susana Martínez, 
elected as a Republican in 2010 on a clear conservative agenda. Martínez won 
re-election in the 2014 non-presidential election. The pre-election poll numbers 
showed 50 percent of the Hispanic voters in Martínez’s favor, which was signifi-
cant as the majority of New Mexico Hispanics are registered Democrats.71

As for the U.S. Congress, Morrow defeated Felipe Hubbell in 1924, and up 
to 1932 only one Nuevomexicano, Dennis Chávez, was elected to Congress. 
Chávez, based in part from lingering native-son sentiments, served two terms 
in Congress.72 After that, the native-son movement that had originated in 1911 
mostly ceased. A steady stream of Nuevomexicano representation in Con-
gress did not develop for another decade. Antonio M. Fernández, first elected 
in 1943 (largely on the strength of the Euroamerican vote according to one 
analysis), served seven terms, dying in office in 1954.73 Joseph M. Montoya 
won the special election following Fernández’s death. He served three terms 
before defeating the incumbent Edwin L. Mechem for the U.S. Senate.74 The 
cause for Hispanic political participation gained greater opportunity in 1968 
when redistricting mandated that New Mexico be split into two congressio-
nal districts. In the third, or northern district, where both Democrats and 
Nuevomexicanos dominated, the Nuevomexicano Manuel Luján was elected 
even though he was a Republican. Luján served six terms in Congress.75 The 
Mexican American outsider Bill Richardson was elected to Congress in 1982, 
again from the second district. The popular Richardson served seven two-
year terms. Another gap of eight years appeared, however, before the Nue-
vomexicano Ben Ray Luján was elected to Congress in 2009 followed by the 
Nuevomexicana Michelle Luján Grisham in 2013, who won in the first district. 
Both are currently serving in Congress.

Equality of group participation in public institutions, what the political theorist 
Hanna Pitkin calls “descriptive representation” or a “proportional representation,” 
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is a fundamental value in American civics.76 Rather than correct the trend of 
decreasing political participation among Nuevomexicanos in the late territorial 
period, statehood for their homeland sustained and even exacerbated it. The 
need for a strong current of inclusion in the upper political system, commen-
surate with New Mexico’s significant Nuevomexicano, Mexican American, and 
Latino presence, continues. While some improvement has developed in recent 
times, representation still falls short. Surely, however, rapidly changing ethnic 
ratios will help overcome the lamentable legacy of Nuevomexicano political 
participation that appeared at the start of New Mexico statehood.
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