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THE TOMBSTONES  

By 

Michael McCaffery 

 

My wife Liz and I moved to Santa Fe in August 2017, buying an older house 

on some acreage on the prairie about 15 miles south of Santa Fe, on 

Highway 14, also known as The Turquoise Trail. 

North of our property and abutting it is a hundred-acre parcel of pristine 

prairie land, containing many arroyos and cerrillos (valleys and hills), which 

has provided opportunities for enjoyment, exercise, and exploration with our 

dog Giordi. 

Furthest away from the road is Arroyo Coyote, which is a deep canyon which 

drains a significant portion of land southeast of Santa Fe.   When the 

monsoon rains come in the summer, the arroyo is filled with rushing water 

that sweeps significant portions of the land including much flora and fauna 

with it.   It can be both majestic and dangerous. 

On each side on the arroyo are larger parcels of land, almost all with single 

homes on them, of varying ages.   They are somewhat remote, and in 

walking through the area one gets a feeling of how the land in that area 

looked in previous centuries, since very little development has taken place 

since then. 

Due to its character, the general area has two “movie ranches” on it, which 

have been used for filming many western-themed movies over the past 70 

or 80 years.   John Wayne filmed many of his movies in the area, since it all 

looks like typical “western scenery.” 

One day about a month after we moved in, I was walking along the bottom 

of the arroyo (I have only twice met anyone walking there in my year and a 

half here) and happened to look at some brush alongside my path and 

noticed what appeared to be a gravestone.   Upon coming closer, I then saw 

four tombstones, two tall ones in the center, and two smaller ones at the 

end of what appeared to be a row of graves, or at last gravestones. 

I had not heard from any of the locals I had met about these, and in fact 

when I mentioned it to some who had walked along there in the past, they 

did not know of their existence.  In retrospect I now realize one would 
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almost have to be looking for something like that to see it, since it would not 

be immediately apparent to a casual hiker, hidden in the brush as it was. 

Over the course of the past year, we have taken a few friends down there, 

and they were as surprised and astonished as we were.   The inscriptions 

were quite weathered, but as can be seen in the photos indicated a different 

date for each stone, dating back to the early 1800’s. 
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A neighbor who has lived in the area most of his life suggested that perhaps 

the gravestones were left over from one of the many film companies that 

use this region as scenery for the many western movies that have 

historically been made in this area.   To me, however, it did not seem that 

they would go to such lengths (i.e., create the tombstones out of actual 

stone) due to cost considerations. 

Recently we were walking through this area with our dog Giordi, and a man 

came running towards us from a house nearby.   He introduced himself, said 

that he and his wife had just moved in to one of the nearby homes, and we 

began to talk.   The subject of the gravestones came up (it turns out they 

were actually on his property, which is quite large as most parcels are in this 

area), and said his research showed that they were, in fact, bona fide 

gravestones from the mid 1800’s. 

Thus the mystery was solved, we made new friends, and I still go by that 

location and wonder what the people were like who lived and died there so 

long ago. 

     Michael McCaffery 

     December 29, 2018 

 


