Hermit Narration

Dripping Springs is nestled away at the base of the Organ Mountains and was home to a legendary hermit back in the late 1800’s. 

Juan Maria (hoos-ti-ah-nee) Justiniani lived in the rock shelter in La Cueva that protected Apaches in the 18th and 19th century. This cave stands 10 feet high and is made up of compacted volcanic rock. 

Living as a hermit was not something that (hoos-ti-ah-nee) Justiniani was forced into, but rather the lifestyle he chose to live. Born into a wealthy Italian merchant family around 1800, his father wanted him to carry on the family trade, but (hoos-ti-ah-nee) Justiniani felt like he had a calling to serve Christ. While he did enter into the priesthood, he never ended up taking his vows, and soon left Italy. After leaving, he decided to live his life as a Hermit so he could focus on this calling, without any distractions from the comforts of the world. 
There are several legends on what sparked his move from Italy. Tancy Bird is co-owner and curator at the Gadsden Museum and recites the story that has been passed down to her from her ancestors.
“I had heard a story that he had fallen in love when he was studying for the priesthood in Italy. That he had fallen in love with a young woman and he was tempted to leave the priesthood and for some reason or another he felt like he couldn’t, that his true purpose in life was to serve God and therefore he pulled himself away from that situation. (6:03 – 6:30)
With only the clothes on his back and a couple personal items, he settled in the mountains and lived there until his death on April 17th, 1868.

While living in the area, several people came into contact with the hermit. He was said to have special calming powers and the ability to cure people with his herbal remedies. He wore a bell so the people in town would know he was coming, and he would come down to trade his hand-made rosaries for food. 
Since the Hermit lived quite a distance from town, it made it hard to communicate with others and let them know he was o.k. Bird explains the idea that he came up with to bridge this communication gap.

“And then the way the people in the village of Mesilla knew he was o.k. was every Friday night he would light a fire at the mouth of his cave and he told the people that he knew he was going to die, that he had this vision. That he knew he would be murdered here and when the day would come that there wouldn’t be a fire at the cave entrance to go look for him, and that he would be dead and all he asked was to be given a funeral on buried sacred ground. Which the people of Mesilla got together on the Saturday after they didn’t see the fire, and they did find him in a cave and he had been stabbed. He was in a kneeling position. Things had been a little disarrayed but the dog was killed and he was killed and no one ever figured out why would they kill this man, he had nothing.     (9:57- 11:00) 

It remains a mystery as to who killed him and their reasoning for doing so. He has nothing worth stealing and was a peaceful man. Today, some of his personal belongings like his walking stick, bell, the object that he used to pray decades of the rosary on, and a medal he wore can all be found at the Gadsden Museum. The museum is family owned and operated and located at 1875 Boutz. For more information or to schedule a visit, call 575-526-6293.
