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 Within moments of first see-
ing the abandoned Jose Martinez 
Mercantile Building behind the 
Tierra Amarilla Courthouse 10 
years ago, Paul Namkung knew 
he would move in there.
 “It’s one of the oldest build-
ings around here,” Namkung 
said. “It had been condemned by 
(Rio Arriba) County, the roof 
was leaky, and I just fell in love 
with it. It’s a magnificent, North-
ern New Mexico-style building 
— simple design, tall with high 
ceilings, and large.”
 So 10 years ago Namkung 
moved to the town of less than 
1,000 residents and began a reno-
vation project that is just reach-
ing fruition. 
 Namkung received Rio Arriba 
County Commission’s approval 
May 20 to rezone the restored 
building for mixed use, allowing 
him to open a coffee shop in the 
building’s northern wing. He’s 
putting the finishing touches on 
the shop this month.
 “This will be one of the first 
new businesses to open back up 
in a long time,” Namkung said of 
his Three Ravens Coffee House.
 Namkung has also led a mini-
migration and building boom in 
Tierra Amarilla by recruiting two 
fellow artisans to town.
 Fifty-four-year-old Boston 
cabinetmaker Dylan Lomon 
moved to Tierra Amarilla two 
years ago and is living in the 
kitchen of the old Jose Martinez 
family house next to the mercan-
tile, while he fixes up the rest of 
the eight-bedroom, three-story 
home. And just up State Road 
531, next to the Chama School 
District administrative offices, 
Tennessee-born furniture-maker 
John Bauer has been renovating 
a 13-room former hotel for the 
last four years. 
 It is not unusual for artists 
from around the country to be 
drawn to one of Rio Arriba's 
small towns. El Rito, Abiquiú, 
Dixon, Truchas and others have 
sizeable populations of migrant 
artists. Namkung fits snugly in 
this tradition.

 Namkung was born in Korea 
and lived in China and Japan be-
fore coming to the United States 
in 1957. He worked as a social 
worker throughout California for 
35 years before turning to drum-

making in the early 1990s.
 He said he sells them at art 
fairs across the country. But he 
always comes back to Tierra Am-
arilla.
 “Driving back, as I get close, 

my heart just pounds,” Namkung 
said. “I love it up here.”
 Tierra Amarilla used to be a 
bustling community, but that 
changed in the mid-20th century 
and especially in the 1960s and 
early 1970s, when the govern-
ment relocated Highway 84, 
which once skirted the front yard 
of Lomon’s house, further from 
town, Namkung and Lomon said. 
An Air Force radar station near 
El Vado Lake closed around the 
same time, and the town is now 
home to several vacant build-
ings.
 Built in 1885, the mercantile 
on the corner of State Road 531 
and County Road 347 has also 
served over the years as Tierra 
Amarilla’s post office, a bar, a 
newspaper and printing shop and 
a Catholic school, Namkung 
said.
 “Old-timers tell me it was run 
by mean nuns,” Namkung, now 
70, chuckled. “This building has 
a long, wonderful history.”
 Friends told Namkung he was 
crazy to try to restore the build-
ing, but he persevered.
 “For the first two years I had 
no heat, no water, no electricity,” 
he said. “I showered at the Coun-
ty pool.”
 When he had to replace win-
dows or doors, Namkung cus-
tom-tailored the new woodwork 
to match the original. 
 He made his own tongue-and-
groove flooring to replace any 
portions of the original floor that 
could not be sanded down and 
salvaged.
 “For 124 years, people have 
walked these floors,” Namkung 
said. “I wanted to honor that.” 
 Whenever possible, Namkung 
salvaged the building’s original 
woodwork and learned from the 
region’s adobe-building tradi-
tions.
 “I used traditional mudding 
for the adobe,” Namkung said. 

“Cement stucco has destroyed 
many buildings in Northern New 
Mexico. People thought they’d 
cement the building and that’s it, 
it would last forever.”
 But in reality, the cement tends 
to form small cracks that trap 
water between the walls and 
make them crumble, Namkung 
said. 
 Lomon also lamented the use 
of cement with adobe. The Mar-
tinez family house’s cement 
porch allowed water to wick into 
the base of the building’s north 
wall over the years, causing the 
adobe to erode and the wall to 
lean outward and cracking inte-
rior walls.
 Unlike Namkung and Lomon, 
Bauer declares with soft-spoken 
Tennessee twang that he’s less 
interested in restoring his adobe 
to its original condition than 
making it a livable home.
 Bauer’s house began as a sin-
gle-room adobe in the 1880s, he 
said. 
  “It grew organically,” he said.
 Bauer was able to date some 
of the rooms of his house using 
newspapers he found on and 
within the walls. Some dated to 
the early 1900s, and another to 
1972, he said. 
 Bauer has converted a first-
floor room into a wood shop, 
where he builds benches and 
chairs by meticulously laying 
down one-eighth-inch layers of 
hardwood molded to showcase 
the wood’s natural grain.
 Bauer’s chairs have become 
simpler in the four years he’s 
lived in Tierra Amarilla, evolving 
from elaborately carved thrones 
to simple benches with rough-
bark edges, made from walnut 
trees. But the change has not 
been a deliberate nod to tradi-
tional New Mexico styles, Bauer 
said. 
 “It’s just fun to try new things,” 
Bauer, 70, said. 
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Trio Respects History in T.A. Restoration Projects

(SUNfoto by Bryant Furlow)
Drummaker Paul Namkung (left), furniture maker John Bauer and carpenter Dylan Lomon moved to 
Tierra Amarilla over the past decade to renovate three dilapidated adobe buildings and run their busi-
nesses from the once-bustling town. “I want this to be my last gig,” Namkung, 70, said of his work on the 
Jose Martinez Mercantile Building next to the Tierra Amarilla courthouse. “I want to do it with grace.”
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THE KEY TO 
MERCEDES
C300 SPORT SEDAN
JULY GIVEAWAY
Receive one entry for every 10 points earned on 
your Lightning Rewards Player’s Club card
while playing your favorite slots & table
games from July 1 - July 31.

Drawing held at 11:00pm
on July 31.

To be eligible you must be a Lightning Rewards card member, its easy and its free. Management reserves all rights.

Mercedes-Benz of Albuquerque

FOREIGNER w/special guest THINK
Saturday, September 19  |  8:00pm
Foreigner has celebrated the success of 7 multi-platinum albums. Hits such as “Feels 
Like The First Time,”  “Cold As Ice,” & “Hot Blooded” defined a career that has seen 
the sale of more than 70 million albums.  Blustery blues and impeccably crafted pop 
continues to captivate generation after generation of music fans.

For tickets, log on to BuffaloThunderResort.com, call 800.905.3315 or visit our box office located in the casino cage.
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