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Birth of a 
by Charlene Garcia Simms

Spending a Sunday afternoon in Pueblo, watching 

was an unforgettable experience. Tonio’s heritage is 
Spanish and Piro Indian from Southern New Mexico. 
Building a drum is part of his desire to pass this art on 
to the next generation. He was taught by Tito Rivera, 
an elder and member of the Las Cruces Tiwa, Piro, and 
Manso nation.

Building a drum is a journey. Tonio’s journey started in 
November in Saguache, in the San Luis Valley while 
hunting for elk. Elk rawhide is what he used as the cover 
and string for his drum, which was hallowed out from an 
aspen log. After his hunting trip, he started hallowing the 
log slowly, only a few chips a day, letting it breathe and 
rest long enough to dry so he could hallow out more, one 
day at a time. 

To hallow out the tree and complete the process of 
making the drum, Tonio and his uncle Henry LeFebre 
have created and manufactured their own tools. One 
of the tools, shown here, is made from a truck’s leaf 
spring. The grooves inside the hallowed wood have to 
be chiseled just right so the sound is carried straight up 
creating an echo. 

The last process is to tie the drum with strings made 
from the elk hide. This is the process my husband and I 
witnessed. All was quiet in Tonio’s yard except for the 
cooing of the pigeons, and a hawk was circling overhead. 
We thought it would take hours, but once Tonio got 
started it was like watching a symphony of movement, 

throughout the elk rawhide. The hide had to give a little 
here and there, because once the drum is set out to dry, 

and his uncle, Henry, held a sacred ceremony amongst 
themselves at which time they breathed into it to give it 
life. This is the way of his people. When we heard Tonio 

to us. It was magical. The drum and process will be part 
of this year’s Hispanic Art Exhibit at the Colorado State 
Fair.




