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TEXT
Northern New Mexico College in El Rito, NM, USA has a ten-year-old program that integrates passive solar heating utilization into the curriculum and thought process of design and construction of adobe buildings. This follows the observation that the tremendous mass of adobe walls are perfect thermal mass storage devices begging to be utilized. The full construction curriculum from foundation to roof is two semesters and includes the two-week intensive course ADOB 107, Passive Solar Design and Construction, around the first two weeks of December when it is too cold to be outside with shovel and trowel.
Students in El Rito tend to be mature adults. Second career and post retirement owner/builder students make up the bulk of enrollees. Classes rarely have more than six full-time students with usually as many part-timers joining individual classes. On-campus classes are in the block or sequential format of two- to five-weeks duration. 
Two-week intensive classes on campus and Internet classes give opportunities to learn solaradobe to those who cannot take a year or semester out of their lives. Right now the Adobe Preservation, Conservation and Renovation Class has  moved onto the Internet to meet the worldwide need for information based on a large global stock of existing adobe buildings that need maintenance and often rigorous reconstruction. The problems encountered with earthen structures in New Mexico are the same problems found throughout the world. The repair methods developed here are just as valid elsewhere. There are some repairs developed in the rest of the world which are useful to us in New Mexico

The College has pioneered classes in arch, vault and dome building, and horno construction. Dome and vault construction is not widely practiced in the Southwestern United States but the woodless construction techniques fit well with dwindling lumber resources. The College teaches the Nubian techniques which require no formwork to build domes and vaults. These techniques were brought to us by Hassan Fathy and the two Nubian masons he brought to the Dar Al Islam Mosque construction project in Abiquiu in 1982. Simone Swan studied with Fathy in Egypt and went on to design and build two large homes in Presidio, Texas and affordable units in Ojinaga, Mexico. Quentin has used their information along with that of John Norton of Design Workshops in France and Gernot Minke in Germany as the basis of the techniques used at the College. Eight small structures with dome roofs are now to be found in Northern New Mexico. It is a delight to be a part of a technology transfer that flows from ancient, seemingly simplistic technical roots into the Heartland of High Tech, the foothills around Los Alamos! 

Starting later this Fall Semester, Carl Breuning will begin our expanding alternative energy program with an introductory class on solar energy. The College will move from that beginning into the Spring 2007 semester with a wider offering of three solar courses on domestic water heating; active and passive building heating; and photovoltaic production of electricity.
El Rito was one of the centers of alternative energy and construction interest in the 1970’s largely due to the presence of Peter and Florence van Dresser. They lived in El Rito from 1953 until the mid-1980’s. Between Peter’s writings, their construction efforts and their lifestyle there was abundant fuel for the thought processes of their neighbors and many young people they drew to the area and some who just stumbled here. The Coffeehouse in El Rito put many people in touch with each other as ideas and activities moved forward. Peter was one of the driving forces behind the formation of the New Mexico Solar Energy Association and the Sundwellings Demonstration Project at Ghost Ranch. Their thoughts on energy, housing and upland village economics certainly had a profound impact on me, Quentin Wilson. Peter always had dreams that this college in El Rito could become a center for energy, land, construction and economic studies. It is far from his dream but it is not totally devoid of his wishes. The van Dressers photo hangs in my office to keep me going.
It is also worth noting that the El Rito Ranger District of the Carson National Forest administrates the Vallecitos Sustained Yield Unit. This section of the Forest was established in 1947 to provide an opportunity for local residents to harvest local forest products. Established in 1947 with roots in discussions as far back as 1938, I claim that it is the first use of the word “sustained or sustainable” by the federal government. The College offers many courses for Forrest Service personnel. Due to recent dire conditions, fire suppression studies have dominated class offerings. The current local El Rito District administration seems dedicated to operating the Unit as it was originally intended so we may soon be able to get back to that broader subject. The Unit is just out our back door.
The Department of Southwest Construction will continue its emphasis on adobe and other forms of traditional earthen construction. New classes on solar energy will lead the way into broader considerations of alternative energy.
Quentin Wilson, Instructor in the Department of Southwest Construction has been associated with Northern New Mexico College for ten years. From 1976 until 1998 he built solar adobe homes as a general contractor. He is a lifetime member of the New Mexico Solar Energy Association and a founding Board Member of the Adobe Association of the Southwest
