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By Koyana Flotte | Edited by Rodrigo Cervantes

PRESIDIO, Texas — The sun was high in the east, its light settling into the
mesquite covered in colorful prayer bundles at the top of the burial mound in
Presidio. This day, on November 1, the remains of many that had been taken away
from this site were finally returned.

The night before, relatives and community members of the Indigenous Peoples
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of La Junta stayed with the remains of their deceased through a long ceremony
in which they were “dressed” — carefully placed into boxes with cloth and
prayers in preparation for reburial.

ADVERTISEMENT

As the morning started, a calling shell sound signaled the beginning of the
ceremony. More than fifty people began to gently lift “the Ancestors” from the

tipi.

As a member of La Junta — which includes Concho, Chiso, Jumano, and Julime
lineages — and a direct descendant of the Lipan Apache Tall Grass Band from El
Barrio de los Lipanes, my relationship to this place is long-standing. | first
encountered some of the Ancestors discussed here in 2006, during a high
school visit with my environmental science teacher, Pat Simms. Today, as a
community scholar who previously researched and helped write the signage for
this burial mound, | have taken particular care to document the continuous
return of families to this burial site, so that their voices remain as part of the
conversations shaping the future stewardship of this place.
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sacred burials
A centuries-old sacred site

The burial site is known as Cementerio del Barrio de los Lipanes and is
sometimes described as a “Lipan Apache cemetery.” But this place is a historic
sacred burial mound tied to the Native Peoples of La Junta, who have lived in
the area for thousands of years before the arrival of the Lipan Apache, who also
buried their relatives here.

It is a millenary place where generations of stories have accumulated by families
whose histories are rarely present in official accounts. The cemetery represents
layered Indigenous continuity on a landscape that predates county lines and the
institutions that later claimed authority over the dead.

ADVERTISEMENT

On that Saturday morning in Presidio, seven sets of remains were returned to
the ground.

Five of them had long been referred to as the “Millington Five,” a label that
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reduced people to an archaeological site name, and are now called the La Junta
Five. Two additional sets of remains were also returned — one from Palo Blanco
and one from Candelaria — both donated by landowners, with support from
institutions such as the Center for Big Bend Studies.

sacred burials

Remembering a grieving grandmother

As | wrote and hand-drew the estimates of the seven burials in front of me —
roughly two feet wide by four feet long — | noticed a man standing apart from
the main crowd. He was at the northern center of the burial mound, staring
down at a small grave close to the road — one that had nearly been destroyed
while a protective barrier was being built in 2023.

He told me his name is Mike Pallanes Samaniego. He was there for his
grandmother, Jacinta Samaniego.

ADVERTISEMENT

Jacinta passed away in 1917. Mike said his family believes she died of tristeza —
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sadness — during a time when war and distance stretched families thin. Her son
had been drafted into World War | and was away, causing her to become
depressed and eventually die a few months later.

sacred burials

“Our grandfather is buried in Alpine, Texas,” Mike told me. That is about an hour
and a half from Presidio, where we stand. “He came up here, took the marker
out, and put it up there in the burial site, alongside my grandmother'’s grave
marker.”
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grandmother. He told me that his family used to live in Casa Piedra, located
about 30 miles west of Presidio, before the land was taken away and given to
incoming Anglo-American families, eventually becoming what is now Big Bend
Ranch State Park.

“Yes, she was Native American,” Mike said, tears beginning to build. “She was only
about five feet tall and married my grandfather, Miguel Pallanes, who was much
taller. That's why in my family we've got some giants and some not-so-giants.”

ADVERTISEMENT

He described visiting the cemetery as a kid with his father and worrying, even
then, whether it would survive development — whether the road, the traffic, and

the urban sprawl around it would eventually erase it.
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sacred burials

Family matters

On the day of the reburial, community members dug the graves together. Later,
they placed centinelas — sentinel stones — over the graves. The work was slow
and deliberate, guided by the understanding that returning relatives to the
ground is a responsibility.

In La Junta and Presidio, family is not a small, enclosed network. Family in this
region is the structure of everyday life. People here know who they are related
to because those relationships are lived daily and shape nearly every aspect of
the town’s social fabric. Calling each other “prima” or “primo” (cousin, in Spanish)
iscommon in the area, since most of us are likely related in some way. Cousin is
not a distant category, but rather a structure of continuity that distinguishes this
place as unique, with a long history.

La Juntais also widely recognized as the oldest continuously inhabited
agricultural region in what is now West Texas. That continuity has been
maintained in memory through oral histories, records, DNA data, and now federal
law.

ADVERTISEMENT

This matters for reburial.
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sacred burials

Under the Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (NAGPRA),
lineal descent takes priority, even over claims made by federally recognized
tribes. When a living person can demonstrate a direct ancestral relationship to
an individual whose remains are held by an institution, that relationship carries
the strongest legal standing for the return of those remains.

In this isolated region of West Texas, that legal designation rarely applies to only
one person. Families here have remained in the same place for generations.
When an Ancestor is legally recognized as related to one individual, they are
often associated with many people in the community. This reflects how kinship
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Tunctions here — and why tamily plays a central role In strengthening Indigenous
rights, including the right to be reburied at home.

That recognition matters. It expands the space for collaboration, shared
responsibility, and mutual accountability among Indigenous peoples —
regardless of federal status. This recognition expands rights.

ADVERTISEMENT

NAGPRA does more than permit reburial. It establishes Indigenous authority in
law and creates a basis for consultation and negotiation with institutions and
with federally recognized Tribal Nations. In West Texas, it has opened space for
Indigenous communities — long excluded from federal recognition — to exercise
legally grounded rights tied to land, burial, and stewardship.

sacred burials

Identity and new threats

Xoxi Nayapiltzin is an elder with the Council of La Junta and a sitting board
member with the Big Bend Conservation Alliance (BBCA) who has worked for
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decades to bring Ancestors home..

“l do not recognize the federal government to legitimize my indigeneity,” he told
me. “Our relatives [federally recognized tribes] will recognize us and treat us as

n

us.

He noted that several federally recognized tribes with long-standing
relationships in the region already consider the People of La Junta to be
Indigenous relatives, and that, for him, is essential to ensuring the rightful return
of Ancestors.

ADVERTISEMENT

But according to some community members, the land where the cemetery is
now located faces a new threat: the opening of an Artificial Intelligence (Al)
facility. But there are also those who differ and see an opportunity.

When | asked Nayapiltzin about his opinion on this and other development
projects, like the geothermal plant coming to the area, he answered: “This Al
thing, I'm not updated on it. Those who oppose it say it will deplete aquifers. And
the people, our people, say that it will bring jobs and stuff”

sacred burials

The United Nations has consistently reported that Indigenous peoples live in
and care for territories that contain approximately 80 percent of the world’s
remaining biodiversity. This is not symbolic. It reflects long-term practices of land
care, restraint, and accountability.

Those responsibilities are now being tested in Presidio.

ADVERTISEMENT

As Indigenous communities in West Texas gain recognition through reburial and
NAGPRA, the region is also facing growing pressure from large-scale
development projects, particularly those tied to geothermal energy and artificial
intelligence infrastructure. In small communities, accountability can become
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Leaders of conservation organizations may sometimes be related by blood,
marriage, or long-standing social ties to projects and developments of this kind.
These relationships do not automatically signal wrongdoing. But they can make it
more difficult to ask hard questions, slow projects down, or insist on complete
transparency — especially when projects carry potential environmental risks.

That tension is already visible across the region.

sacred burials
‘Feeding frenzy’

Bill Gerald Addington, a longtime organizer and environmental advocate based in
Sierra Blanca, has spent decades opposing hazardous development projectsin
West Texas. He described the current moment as a “feeding frenzy,” driven by
economic vulnerability and aggressive corporate interest.

“Our land and our people are being targeted because we're economically
distressed,” he said. “You've got willing politicians signing nondisclosure
agreements, taking consulting money, and sometimes voting on the very
projects they're supposed to be scrutinizing.”
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Addington has been closely tracking proposals for Al data centers and their
energy demands. He noted that while geothermal projects are often presented
as stand-alone clean energy initiatives, they are increasingly linked to Al
infrastructure. “Geothermal can be used to power Al data centers,” he said.
“That’s not uncommon now.” He expressed concern that energy projects framed
as local or educational ventures could ultimately serve large-scale Al operations
elsewhere, reshaping the region without meaningful local consent.

As previously reported by the Big Bend Sentinel, officials in Presidio County and
the City of Marfa have continued discussions with developers of a proposed Al
data center by energy firm Open Origin, planned for tens of thousands of acres
southeast of Marfa. The proposed development would encompass
approximately 80,000 acres along U.S. Highway 67, including the historic McGuire
Ranch and Antelope Springs Ranch.

The land is currently owned by Texas Mountain Cattle Company, an entity
controlled by billionaire Brad Kelley, and a sale has not yet been finalized;
however, its development will have a direct impact on all communities in Far
West Texas, including those in Presidio, Texas.
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According to the Big Bend Sentinel story, the project has been framed as

requiring significant electricity and substantial water for cooling, with estimates
that groundwater pumping could exceed the City of Marfa’s annual pumping. In
an arid region where aquifers are already stressed, even the planning stage
raises questions about scale, oversight, and long-term impacts on water
security.

A 2024 geothermal assessment conducted by the University of Texas Bureau of
Economic Geology found that Presidio County “clearly has substantial,
undeveloped geothermal resources,” and that these resources could supply
many times the county’s electrical needs while increasing resiliency and
incentivizing businesses to settle and expand in the county.

The report also notes that the county’s southeast corner —including the Big
Bend region — remains a “relative unknown"” due to a severe lack of subsurface
data, meaning risk and impacts are harder to evaluate without additional drilling
and study.

The relationship between geothermal energy feeding Al infrastructure, as
pointed out by Addigton, also intersects with current limits in local power
systems. The same assessment notes that Presidio County currently has no
electric generation facilities and only a single transmission line running from
Marfa to Presidio.

If geothermal development moves forward as “baseload” power and Al
development moves forward as an industrial-scale electricity customer, the
core gquestion becomes not just whether projects are possible, but what will it
be the impact of their demand for water, land, and governance.

For Indigenous communities, this raises a fundamental question: which path will
we choose as we gain recognition and rights as a community?
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Home, authority, and responsibility

Reburial affirms the right to bring Ancestors home. Recognition affirms
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INAIgenous presence ana autnority. but tnose gains also pring responsioliity to
protect the land, safeguard water, and ensure that development does not
damage fragile ecosystems or strain already complex family relationships.

The cemetery makes that responsibility visible. It reminds us that the land is not
empty, that decisions made today will shape relationships tomorrow, and that
Indigenous rights are inseparable from care for the place itself.

As West Texas is asked to accept new forms of development in the name of
progress, Indigenous communities must decide how to use the recognition we
have fought to secure — and how to protect this place by keeping our families
accountable so future generations are not left to repair what could have been
prevented.

sacred burials

Read the original article on NJ.com. Add NJ.com as a Preferred Source by
clicking here.
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