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ucsonans relish a taste of the ranch life — pristine environment ...
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BELOW LEFT ainal bulldings of Rancho Esmeralda are nestl n the Auispas Mountair
1. BELOW RIGHT: Tucsonan Rogo Rodriqu ne of thi ers of Rancho Esmeralda
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flora and fauna ... and hot-off-the-griddle tortillas.
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WhenTucsonbusinessman Rogo Rodriguez sat down to
plan o recent family reunion, he figured he'd have o sweet
én the/por 1o get'siblings — he's one of 10
awavas North Carglin@and Texas to attend. Rogo's a world-
class good guy. loadsOf fun to be with and all, but 2,000

from as far

miles is 2,000 miles, Hmmm ... Ah-ha! Invite everyone to the
ranch!

Actually, this one was a no-brainer. Rogo, owner of Rogo's

Finishing Touch flooring contractors, and his cousin John

Ochoa, a local developer and general contractor, together
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own a 3,500-acre cattle ranch in Frontera, Sonora, about 15
miles southwest of Nogales. For several years, the two, along

with their friend Roberto Corella, who owns the neighbor

15,000-acre 1

h, have been preparing their combined

spreads to debut as a dude ranch with a strong eco-tourism

element. With the addition of access to acreage owned by

several of Roberto's adjacent relatives, Rancho Esmeralcla, as

the enterprise is known, encompasses nearly 30,000 acres;
according to John, much of itis pristine. Although each sepa-
rate ranch still runs cattle, the animals are carefully rotated

through designated pastures. These clear-eyed

entrepreneurs fully realize that the health and

beauty of

weir land is the strongest selling point
for their budding side venture

Although Rancho Esmeralda has been open
for business for a while on a working-out-the
kinks basis to small groups, the reunion seemed
4 perfect opportunity for its owners o expern
ence exactly how well the enterprise was operat
ing. Rogo made the 90-minute trip down to the

ranch on a Thursday to begin welcoming guests

who would continue to dribble in all day Friday

( l:;.\llnd.l\.I1||\-|\:u'|\' home had 1o commence,
but in the meantime, the extended Rodriguez
family planned to take advantage of an option

wcho Esmeralda brochure —

detailed in
namely to party like they owned the place. It
seemed like a gathering was too good an oppor:
tunity 1o pass up.

Friday alternoon, when 1 showed up with
John Ochoa and his family, lured by tales of gor

geous land and ro-die-for menudo, teenagers

(and several adults, who shall remain nameless)
were busy propelling spuds onto a nearby hill
side using a potato launcher while assembled
elders, including Rogo's mother Gilda, wld sto
ries and reminisced in the shade of the large cen
tral  peilapa (ourdoor pavilion). There was
activity down at the horse corral, excursions into
the nearby Las Planchas de Plata Canyon to the
waterfalls were being planned, and the extent of

available birding was being discussed. A handful
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aunt Jesusita Suarez married Esteban
Carrillo, the first mayor of Tucson. When she died, her sister
nurried the mayor. For us, buying a ranch was returning (o
our roots, but we also did it for fun, as a getaway.”

“Wie call the ranch ‘the land that time forgot” because it's so
tiful,” John's wife Gretchen interjeds
s true,” John continues, “The ranch gets about 30inch-

(B

es of rain a year. It's in the rain shadow of the mountains
inland from the Gulf of Californiz. We're only about 100
miles from the coast here, Ifs usually about 12 1o 15 degrees
cooler than Tueson and we get about half a dozen snows of
maybe four 1o five inches every winter. It makes for a diverse
population of plants and animals.”

Because of the elevation differences, the combined
ranches of the Esmeralda are home to many distind environ
ments, Driving in, visitors find themselves in thick ocaotillo
forests on hillsides, only o descend into riparian corridors of
svaamores and black walnut trees. At a different river cross.
ing, four or five species ol oak are visible, while on nearby

maountins pine forests rise. This area of the country forms
the headwaters of the Arizona River, which flows down to
Lake Cuauhtemoc and the lush valley where Father Kino

established a mission at Tubatama. Early settlers who were
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headed from the coast to Nogales originally blazed the il
up through Planchas de Plata, and Indian rains can be found
inother canyons

Wildlife that's been seen by manch hands and visitors
includes jaguars, puniis, be any number
of bat species. Birding parties already have shown interest in
trips to the ranchy, spotting elegant rogans, eared rogans, nose-
throated becucds, at least three varieties of quail, vermilion ly
catchers, indigo buntings and gray hawks, among others.

s, Ccelots, cout anc

“Rancho Esmeralda is a group event place. Our idea is
that visitors will choose from a menu of whar's available,”
John says. “Whether you're a birding, hiking or corporite
retreat group, you can have a guide or not. You can pick
how strenuous your hikes will be. You could choose to do

some horseback riding. We provide group meals it
cooks are from a Nogales restaurant — and happy hour
appetizers with an open bar, if that's what you wint

Later, on a tour of the overnight facilities, Rogo opens the
control room thar operates the completely solar energy sys
tem, designed and installed by Roberto, who among virious
business interests sells and installs such equipment through-
out Sonort,

“We're just so far off the energy grid, this was the only

* Rogo says. Solar energy also will heat the large pool,
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BELOW: Larry Liese, a board member of the
zona Bird Nests and Eggs and other patural history books, scout out birds at
seen gray hawks, indigo buntings, elegant trogans and eared trogans,
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Tucson Audubon Society, and Pinau Merlin, author

among others. OPPOSITE PAGE: The stream Ilnum_;h Las Planchas de Plata Canyon runs year-
round. Pioneers traveling from the Gulf of California to Nogales traversed this area
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he laughs, gesturing to a hole in the ground. “There's still
work to do.”

The newly constructed hotel building was designed like a
European hostel, or one of a growing number of adventure
camps becoming popular throughout the United States,
according 1o Rogo. The facility is divided into male and
female wings. each featuring 20 queen-size beds arranged
like upper and lower berths on a passenger train. There are
curtains to close off every berth and each bed has its own over-
head Lunp. The well-appointed group bathrooms feature inci-
vidual shower stalls, with attached private dressing rooms.

loining the two wings of the building is a large gathering
space, part of which can be used as a dining room. There are
wonderful views of the Avispas Mountains. A surrounding
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outdoor deck wraps the building, Decorated by
Roberto’s wife Dora Elda Corella, the friendly
spaces are colorful and filled with murals and

custom waoodwork. The Great Room features
carved-on-site stone  fireplace, and  hand

wrought metal touches, All the construction w:

handled by four Nogales multi-discipline arti
SANS.

“1 believe that when people really get away
from their everyday lives, they loosen up a little
hit,” Rogo says. “You get a chance 1o get
know the people in your group from a different
perspective.”

But the call's gone out that menudo is being
served at the outdoor dining palapa and we

Iy must go downstairs. An enormous pot is
brought over from the separate kitchen build
ing. John, who ordered up this snack for those
of us who had missed lunch, was right to tike
no one who said they weren't hungry at then
word. Pretty soon the tables are filled, beers iare
handed out, steaming bowls are served, and
along with the usual plates of chopped green
onion, cilantro and oregano, small bowls of
whole chiles tepins are passed. From then, din
ers select the number of chiles they want, plice
them between fingers covered by a napkin and
crush them into their soup, getting the freshest
taste while avoiding the transfer of the chiles

volatile oils to their fingers. Nice trick to know
Doliflos
(oblong rolls), preferred by this family over the

Next come the toasted, buttered

torillas  usually served in restaurants with
menudo. IUs the only way, explains Hector, they
soak up the delicious broth so much better. Here,
the fresh-off-the-grill tortillas are served after the
soup, wrapped around fresh Mexican white
cheese, finst sprinkled lightly with salt, These bur
ritos are eaten with no other adormment at all
This was abviously the night way to cat menudo
But my alternoon at the ranch ¢
For some reason that no longer makes much sense to me, 've
told people Il be back in Tucson by tonight. But there is time

11 last forever

1o take the trip up the canyon, which proves o be great fun
The falls are beautiful and not the only ones on the property
We take a diffe
the hill above the hotel for a truly grand view of mountains

nt route back that deposits us on the iy of

behind mountiins off to the west, As hawks ricle the breezes
overhead, a vehicle pulls into the main auto count of Rancho
Esmeralda. Shouts and whistles break outall around me. The
Prallas contingent — the final stragglers — have finally
armived. The panty is about (o get serious, 09








