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The horse’s first go-round on this
continent did not end well.

“It became extinct probably 10,000
to 12,000 years ago,” said Bruce
Shackelford, South Texas Heritage
Curator for the Witte Museum.
“They were a prey creature, so they
were eaten. They were probably
eaten by humans and animals.”

Things have gone much better
since the Spanish brought the horse
back to these shores in the 16th cen-
tury. The transformative power of
the animal’s return on the lives of
native people is explored in “Splen-
dor on the Range: American Indians
and the Horse,” an exhibit Shack-
elford curated for the museum.

As the exhibit explains, the horse’s
arrival in North America aboard the
Spaniards’ ships did not immedi-
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The impact of the return of the horse to North America is explores in "Splendor on the Range: American Indians and the Horse" at the Witte Museum.

Transformative horses

At a glance
What: “Splendor on the Range: Amer-
ican Indians and the Horse”

When: Through Aug. 21

Where: Witte Museum, 3801 Broadway

Admission: $3 to $5 in addition to the
regular museum admission of $7 to $10.

Information: 210-357-1910; witte
museum.org 

Special programs

1 “The Fort Parker Raid Revisited”:
Discussion of the Fort Parker Raid, a
violent encounter between American
Indians and white settlers. 6:30 p.m.
March 30. $5 to $10. Reservations,
210-357-1910.

1 Time Travel Saturday: Additional
programming includes food samples,
bead crafts, music and dancing. Noon
to 4 p.m. April 9. Included with museum
and exhibit admission.

Video: Watch an excerpt from
‘Tasura: A Comanche Re-
members’

Expressnews.com/
Entertainment

“Tasura: A
Comanche
Remembers” is a
gallery theater
piece presented
by Isaac Cardenas
in conjunction
with the exhibit. 
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A diorama
captures the
return of the

horse to North
America courtesy

of the Spanish
conquistadors.

Witte exhibit shows
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American Indians
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Harlandale High School
graduate and budding actress
Marycarmen Lopez is still
pinching herself after nabbing
her first big TV role, a regular
part in a new drama series
executive produced by Oprah
Winfrey.

The first 13-episode season of
“Queen Sugar” — based on the
novel by Natalie Baszile and
co-created by “Selma” movie
duo Winfrey and Ava Du-
Vernay — already has started
shooting in Louisiana, Lopez
said in a phone chat. It’s slated
to air on Winfrey’s cable net-
work, OWN, in September.

It stars Rutina Wesley (Tara
on “True Blood”) in the main
role of Nova Bordelon, a fiery
journalist and one of two sis-
ters who help run the family
sugarcane farm. 

Lopez plays Reyna Velez, a
teacher at an elementary
school in New Orleans.

“I love what the project
stands for,” said Lopez, who’s
known best locally as a former
entertainment host on Un-
ivision affiliate KWEX-TV. 

“I love that the show is about
reinvention, family and hope.
And who better to bring it than
Oprah?” 

Lopez knows more than a

little about reinvention. 
Born in Hermosillo, Sonora,

Mexico, she moved with her
family to San Antonio when
she was 7. It was July 4, 1995,
she recalled.

“My mom jokes about that
every year,” Lopez said. “For
us, it really was an indepen-
dence day.”

“I was born and raised in the
desert up until then,” she add-
ed, so her first questions to a
family member before moving
was: “Is it green? Is there
grass?”

Courtesy Marycarmen Lopez

Harlandale High School grad Marycarmen Lopez will play
schoolteacher Reyna Velez in new Oprah Winfrey-Ava
DuVernay TV series “Queen Sugar.” 

Harlandale grad lands OWN role
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ately bring the animal into the
American Indians’ lives. That’s
because the Spanish kept the
valuable creatures for them-
selves. That changed in 1680,
when New Mexico tribes rose
up against the Spanish. Many
Spaniards were killed in the
revolt. Survivors left nearly
everything behind, including
their horses and the gear re-
quired to ride them. And the
tribes put it all to use.

“It changed everything,”
Shackelford said. “Horses
became power. Horses became
the way you got more food, the
way you got more goods, the
way you got guns — you traded
horses. And the more horses
you had, the more powerful
and important you were. And
the better you could take care
of your family.”

The show, which is on dis-
play through Aug. 21, was
drawn entirely from the Wit-
te’s vast collections. There are
more than 250 objects on dis-
play, including clothing, tools,
weapons and jewelry. One of
the pieces that stands out for
Shackelford is a Navajo cradle
made from an Arbuckles’ Cof-
fee crate. He’s also partial to a
buffalo headdress, which he
called “fantastic.”

“It came in the collection in
the ’90s, but we’ve never ex-
hibited it,” he said. “I’d forgot-
ten it was there. I was looking
for something else and found
that.”

It’s one of several pieces in
the show that have never been
displayed before. Others
haven’t been shown in decades.
As the Witte continues to ex-
pand — the Mays Family Cen-
ter, the latest new addition,
opens in April — there will be
more opportunities for meaty
exhibits created by its in-house
curators, said Marise McDer-
mott, president and CEO of the
museum.

“We have a stunning collec-
tion,” she said. “And to get it
out in the public is so impor-
tant to us.”

The exhibit brings back
“Tasura: A Comanche Remem-
bers,” a gallery theater piece

that’s an audience fave. Tasura,
played by actor Isaac Carde-
nas, is a fictional character,
though the story is rooted in
historic fact about the lives of
the Comanches. In the piece,
the ghost of Tasura talks about
his life, including how he and
his people cared for their hors-
es.

“It’s very moving,” McDer-
mott said.

One of the most haunting
sections in the exhibit deals
with the Wounded Knee Creek
massacre in South Dakota in
1890.

“A band of Lakota led by Big
Foot decided to have a ghost

dance to pray to the spirits to
bring back the buffalo, make
their life more like it had been
without all the conflict, and
they camped on Wounded
Knee Creek and the soldiers
were told to get ’em out of
there,” Shackelford said. “The
soldiers went out early, and
with Hotchkiss guns, which
are basically automatic can-
nons. When the people lined
up to start doing the ghost
dance, (the soldiers) went in to
arrest them and they pushed
them into a group and a gun
went off.”

A battle followed. When the
smoke cleared, more than 150

Lakota men, women and chil-
dren were dead, as were 25
soldiers.

The exhibit includes cloth-
ing worn by a few of the slain
American Indians, including a
baby’s tiny moccasins.

After the items came into
the Witte collection, Shack-
elford met with Oliver Red
Cloud, who led the Sioux na-
tion for more than 30 years, to
discuss what the museum
should do with them. 

“And he said, ‘I want you to
keep it and I want you to put it
out so that people don’t forget
about this.’ So that’s what
we’re doing,” he said. “It’s a

very tragic story, so we kept it
in a room by itself. This is not
a ‘ha, ha, cowboys and Indians’
kind of thing. This is the be-
longings of a man and a wom-
an and a baby who were all
shot down.”

Shackelford hopes that peo-
ple who come to the exhibit
leave with “a better under-
standing of these cultures,
because they’re not gone. And
I hope (people from) those
cultures can come see this
material and see what came
out of their past.”

dlmartin@express-news.net
Twitter: @DeborahMartinEN
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Items used to carry American Indians’ belongings on horseback are displayed as part of “Splendor on the Range: American
Indians and the Horse” at the Witte Museum.

A Comanche saddle and stirrups are among the 250 items
drawn from the Witte’s collection for the exhibit. 

Photos courtesy Witte Museum

A shield embellished with feathers is part of “Splendor on the
Range.” 
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The second youngest of five
children, Lopez said her family
had little money.

“But my mom knew her kids
would have a good future here.
She knew it was better to be
poor here than poor there.”

Lopez spent much of her
youth on the South Side of San
Antonio, attending school in
the Harlandale district. 

She said her family “was
undocumented for a while. I
didn’t become a lawful resident
till I was 16 or 17.”

That’s when she got her
work visa. “We wanted to
work,” she said. “I was excited
to be able to buy a prom
dress.” 

Hired by H-E-B, she initially
picked up carts outside the
store but eventually became a
cashier.

In a PSA for Harlandale,
Lopez spoke of her love for
film taking root there. Howev-
er, after graduating from high
school in 2007, her first stop
was TV.

She competed on the Un-
ivision network’s beauty pag-
eant/reality program “Nuestra
Belleza Latina” and came in
second. That attracted the
interest of San Antono affiliate
KWEX. 

She was hired as an enter-
tainment reporter for the 5
p.m. news and was named
co-host of “Tu Estilo” — a food,
fashion and entertainment
show on Saturdays.

While with KWEX, her

lovely face and figure were
celebrated in Maxim magazine.
In late 2012, she was featured
as one of the top 10 hottest
women in America.

“But really, that was so out
of character for me,” she said.

When Lopez left her local
TV job in 2014, she embarked
on the path she was most pas-
sionate about — acting.

She starred in an indie film
by Pablo Veliz, “The Book of
Ruth,” and scored a small role
in Robert Rodriguez’s “From
Dusk Till Dawn: The Series.” 

To pay the bills, she also did
segments for syndicated enter-
tainment show “Extra” and for
the Univision network.

Last year, she went all in and
moved to Los Angeles. 

Her big break came about a

week ago. “It happened so fast
— all in one day,” she said. 

Lopez was called in to audi-
tion for “Queen Sugar” — “I
read a few scenes, then flew to
New Orleans for a test.” She
landed the role. 

She said she was thrilled to
meet executive producer Du-
Vernay but has yet to meet
Winfrey. “But when we were
together, (Ava) told me Oprah
can’t wait to meet me. She saw
my test!”

Lopez’s character not only
teaches one of the kids who
belong’s to the saga’s central
family, she represents the spike
in the city’s Latino population
after Hurricane Katrina.

“So many moved to New
Orleans to help with the recon-
struction and open up restau-
rants and businesses,” she
said.

What resonates most with
her, however, is the series’
focus on reinvention. “Just
because we’ve done something
doesn’t mean we can’t do some-
thing else. We can choose a
different path any time. That
hit home for me.”

Now that her acting career is
on the rise and she feels more
financially secure, Lopez hopes
she can fulfill another dream:
“I want to buy my mom a new
house. She still lives in the
same one I grew up in.”

She’s also determined to
become a U.S. citizen. 

“I’m already working on the
application. I should be a citi-
zen this year.”

What has disturbed her the
most — particularly in a presi-
dential election year when
immigration is a huge topic —
is “not being able to vote.” 

Does she have a candidate in
mind? “I’m still doing re-
search,” she said. “I want to
have an educated opinion.”

Jeanne Jakle’s column appears
Wednesdays and Sundays in
mySA, and she blogs at Jakle’s
Jacuzzi on mySA.com. Email her
at jjakle@express-news.net.

Courtesy Marycarmen Lopez

Marycarmen Lopez is a
former KWEX-TV
entertainment reporter. 

Courtesy Our Lady of the Lake University

Marycarmen Lopez (center) honed her acting skills as part of the cast of “Roosters,” a play
presented by Our Lady of the Lake University’s drama department. 
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