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How to use this ebook:

•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.

•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.

•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.

•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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WELCOME TO New Mexico

10 TOP EXPERIENCES

Planning Your Trip

IF YOU HAVE . . .

New Mexico Road Trip

HOW TO PICK A PARK

GREEN CHILE AND SO MUCH MORE

BEST DRIVES

A Week in the Wild West

RETRO ROUTE 66 AND BEYOND

WEIRD AND WONDERFUL

Outdoor Adventures

Native New Mexico, Ancient and Modern

WHAT TO EXPECT AT A CEREMONIAL DANCE

There’s a reason it’s called the Land of Enchantment. The smells alone are entrancing enough: lilacs in spring, petrichor after summer monsoons, green chiles roasting at farmers markets in fall, and fragrant piñon crackling in woodstoves and kiva fireplaces. Listen, too, and you’ll hear what makes the state special: the deep boom of drums and jingle of bells at pueblo ceremonies, western tanagers warbling in the trees, and coyotes howling in the night. And that green chile adds a distinct taste to everything.

But none of that matches the majesty of what you see: austere mesas, sandstone canyons, and snowcapped mountain peaks. Straight above is a vast sky colored turquoise—just like the locally crafted jewelry. At night, stars paint the Milky Way.

New Mexico lives by different rules. Santa Fe is an adobe utopia where the economy seems to thrive on nothing but art and politics. Los Alamos is a city of scientists that changed the world, and half of Roswell, it seems, is still obsessed with an alleged UFO crash there in 1947. The state is home to some of the oldest settlements in the country and also to the world’s first spaceport for tourists.

Visitors might need time to adjust—to the altitude, certainly, and maybe also to the laid-back attitude. But there’s a point of entry for everyone. Outdoor adventurers can hike along mountainsides thick with yellow-leafed aspens and camp on surreal gypsum dunes. Culture mavens thrive in Santa Fe, with its world-class art scene and an eclectic calendar of international music. History buffs can explore the remnants of an ancient civilization at Chaco Canyon, spy ruts dug by wagon wheels on the Santa Fe Trail, or bunk down at a Route 66 motel.

At the end of the day, center yourself with a cold margarita and carne adovada with a kick—but there’s no guarantee you’ll shake off New Mexico’s spell.
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Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks National Monument



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Taking in extraordinary landscapes at the Valles Caldera National Preserve, Carlsbad Caverns National Park, and White Sands National Park.
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2 Exploring the stepped adobe buildings of Taos Pueblo, the oldest continually inhabited community in the United States.
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3 Hiking, biking, and skiing your way through New Mexico’s endless outdoor adventures.
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4 Seeking out Native American culture, both the past at historic sights and the present at a ceremonial dance.
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5 Gallery-hopping on Canyon Road, the beating heart of Santa Fe’s art scene.
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6 Rafting the Rio Grande, from the surging waters of the Taos Box to the gentle currents downstream.
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7 Going on a balloon ride through New Mexico’s endless blue sky.
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8 Hitting the road on a two-week road trip to really explore the state or taking shorter scenic drives.




[image: image]

9 Savoring creative and distinctive Southwest cuisine.
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10 Journeying back to the Wild West by visiting old forts, counting bullet holes in saloon ceilings, and tracing the fortunes of prospectors in ghost-town graveyards.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Albuquerque

A modern Western city, Albuquerque sprawls over 189 sq mi (490 sq km) at the base of the Sandia Mountains. It’s proud of its Route 66 style, and it’s also preserving farmland along the Rio Grande and redesigning itself as a green city. Head north to Santa Fe via the ghost towns of the Turquoise Trail, the hot springs in the Jemez Mountains, or the eerie Kasha-Katuwe Tent Rocks National Monument.

Santa Fe

New Mexico’s picturesque capital has a human scale and a golden glow (partly from the loads of money spent here). Museums are a major draw—for state history, folk art, and more—as are the scores of galleries. Outside of town are the cliff dwellings at Bandelier National Monument; the solitary wilderness of the Valles Caldera; the red rock scenery of Abiquiu, which inspired painter Georgia O’Keeffe; and Los Alamos, birthplace of the A-bomb.

Taos

Taos melds artists, spiritual seekers, and ski bums—plus centuries-old American Indian and Spanish families. Make time to enjoy the atmosphere, cultivated in coffee shops and creative restaurants. A good day drive is the Enchanted Circle, a loop of two-lane roads with Wheeler Peak, the highest in New Mexico, at the center. Or head over the mountains to Chama, home to a historic steam train that forges the pass into Colorado.

Las Vegas and the Northeast

Las Vegas, aka Meadow City, is a well-preserved historic town, often used as a Western film set. From there the terrain, where the Santa Fe Trail once ran, is all shortgrass prairie, once the western edge of the Dust Bowl. To get a view, drive the spiral road up Capulin Volcano, and then soar up to the mountain towns of Raton and Cimarron and through the gorgeous Valle Vidal.

Navajo Nation and the Northwest

Stark volcanic landscapes, lonesome roads, tall mesas, and the multicolored hoodoos of the Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness—this is some of the most dramatic desert terrain in the state, along with its oldest cultures. This is where the Ancestral Puebloans flourished in Chaco Canyon, the Acoma live in Sky City, and where Gallup is the self-proclaimed American Indian capital.
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Las Cruces and the Southwest

This corner of the state has both the rugged Gila Wilderness and the mesmerizing Chihuahuan Desert. It’s a long drive between the river-fed farmland around Las Cruces and colorful, artsy Silver City, tucked in the mountains, but worth it—especially for its surfeit of outdoor adventures and excellent restaurants. Truth or Consequences reels in the curious, delivering hot springs and quirkiness.
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Mesilla in Las Cruces



Carlsbad Caverns and the Southeast

Parts of this area feel more like neighboring Texas: Flatland towns are dominated by the oil industry, and Texans flock to ski spots such as Ruidoso. Most visitors make a beeline to the unforgettable natural wonders of White Sands National Park and Carlsbad Caverns National Park.


If You Have . . .

• A WEEKEND: Immerse yourself in Santa Fe or Albuquerque.

• FIVE DAYS: Visit Santa Fe, with a day trip to Bandelier National Monument and an overnight trip to Taos.

• ONE WEEK: See one city and a quadrant of the state—Albuquerque plus the Navajo Nation in the northwest, for instance.



KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

High and Low Seasons

Summer, June-September, is high season in northern New Mexico, though it’s prettiest late in the season, when the so-called monsoon rains, which usually start in late June, have revived the landscape. Summer is the only time to hike at higher elevations, as snow finally melts, but lower elevations are baking and sleepy. Be prepared for a temperature drop from the 90s F (32-37°C) to as low as the 60s F (15-20°C) after sunset, especially outside of cities—and bring an umbrella.

Fall is the most beautiful time across the state, with crisp temperatures, clear skies, and brilliant leaves in the mountains. For New Mexico’s most temperate season, pack a sweater and a windbreaker to keep out the nighttime chill.

Winter is busy (and pricier) in ski towns like Taos, but traditional celebrations preceding Christmas are magical. Many sights are closed or have limited hours, however. Towns at lower elevations, such as Las Cruces and Carlsbad, remain balmy, and prices in these places hold steady year-round. Be prepared for temperatures below freezing, even in southern desert areas. If you think you’ll attend winter pueblo dances, pack mittens, long underwear, double-thick wool socks, and a hat with earflaps—there’s a lot of standing around outside.
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Valles Caldera National Preserve in winter



The cheaper shoulder seasons are March-May, and, to a lesser extent, November, before ski season starts. Spring is perhaps the harshest time in the state. Weather can be extreme, switching from snowfall and mud to dry, hot winds (pack boots for rural or muddy areas, and a clean pair of shoes for around town). But it is generally the best season for river rafting.

Be prepared for a wide range of temperatures whenever you go, and always pack sunglasses, sunscreen, and a brimmed hat. Local “formal” wear is only clean jeans and boots; when visiting churches and pueblos, women should cover their shoulders.

Advance Reservations

New Mexico is mostly a just-show-up kind of place, but a few experiences require some forethought.

• Attending a ceremonial dance is worth planning a trip around. Dances are held at New Mexico pueblos year-round. Check the schedules for those near Albuquerque and Santa Fe, as well as for Taos and Zuni, Laguna, and Acoma Pueblos in advance.

• The Georgia O’Keeffe Home in Abiquiu is open to guided tours mid-March to mid-September. Book at least a month in advance.

• Online ticket sales for the Santa Fe Opera start in October for the following July and August summer season. Book in the winter for the best seat selection.

• Accommodations in the Taos Ski Valley can be hard to come by during the winter months. Reserve your stay a couple of months out if you plan on hitting the slopes.

• Book a hotel 6-8 months ahead if you plan to visit during Santa Fe’s Spanish Market (July) or the Santa Fe Indian Market (August), the Albuquerque International Balloon Fiesta (October), or Santa Fe’s Christmas festivities.
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Christmas on Canyon Road in Santa Fe



• Visiting the extraordinary land art The Lightning Field requires advance overnight reservations (May-Oct.; $150-250 pp). Booking for the season starts in March; if your preferred dates are full, ask to be put on a waiting list.

Museum Pass

The New Mexico CulturePass ($30) is good for 12 months and grants onetime access to all 15 state-run museums and historic sites. This includes four Santa Fe institutions—the New Mexico Museum of Art, the New Mexico History Museum, the Museum of Indian Arts & Culture, and the Museum of International Folk Art—as well as two in Albuquerque (the National Hispanic Cultural Center and the Museum of Natural History and Science), and the Coronado and Jemez historic sites. It also covers attractions farther afield, in Las Cruces, Alamogordo, and more—great if you’re a state resident or you’re already planning a longer return visit within the year. Purchase the pass at any of the state’s museums or historic sites.
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New Mexico Road Trip

TOP EXPERIENCE

You could conceivably explore New Mexico for a month or so, seeking out ever more obscure locales, but a two-week road trip gives enough time to appreciate the distinct character of the cities and enjoy the more isolated treats that taking the back roads affords. This itinerary involves a lot of driving to cover the state’s most scenic routes, but you’ll still have plenty of opportunity for leisurely lunches and on-the-ground activities.

Day 1

Albuquerque

Arrive at Albuquerque’s Sunport airport; transfer to a hotel in the city or one of the rural-feeling bed-and-breakfasts in the North Valley. Have drinks and dinner in Nob Hill.

Day 2

Albuquerque to Gallup

150 MI (240 KM); 3 HOURS

Visit the Indian Pueblo Cultural Center, and then head west to Acoma Pueblo. Have lunch in Grants and stay the night in Gallup.

Day 3

Gallup to Abiquiu

220 MI (355 KM); 4.5 HOURS

Get an early start for the long, bumpy ride along the dirt road to Chaco Culture National Historical Park. When you’re done exploring, grab a late lunch at El Bruno’s in Cuba, then take Highway 96 over the mountains to Abiquiu, where you’ll spend the night.

Day 4

Abiquiu to Santa Fe

95 MI (155 KM); 2.5 HOURS

If you like hiking, explore Abiquiu’s red rocks at Ghost Ranch or drive down the road to Bandelier National Monument. If you prefer the city, head straight in to Santa Fe and the excellent museums around the plaza. In either case, stay the night there, at the classic La Fonda or the Native American-owned Hotel Santa Fe.


How to Pick a Park









	Park Name
	Location
	Why Go





	Petroglyph National Monument
	west of Albuquerque
	centuries-old carvings in volcanic rock



	Salinas Pueblo Missions National Monument
	central New Mexico
	adobe and sandstone missions



	Pecos National Historical Park
	southeast of Santa Fe
	pueblo and Franciscan mission remnants



	Bandelier National Monument
	northern New Mexico
	cavates and kivas



	Fort Union National Monument
	northeastern New Mexico
	19th-century fortifications



	Capulin Volcano National Monument
	northeastern New Mexico
	conical mountaintop with crater vents



	El Malpais National Monument
	west of Albuquerque
	lava fields and red sandstone cliffs



	El Morro National Monument
	western New Mexico
	Zuni carvings and settler-etched graffiti



	Aztec Ruins National Monument
	northwestern New Mexico
	Ancestral Puebloan ruins with a great kiva



	Chaco Culture National Historical Park
	northwestern New Mexico
	dramatic and remote Ancestral Puebloan city



	Gila Cliff Dwellings National Monument
	southwestern New Mexico
	cliffside caves



	Carlsbad Caverns National Park
	southeastern New Mexico
	stalagmites and stalactites



	White Sands National Park
	south-central New Mexico
	gypsum sand dunes







Day 5

Santa Fe

Take in Santa Fe’s contemporary culture, with shopping, gallery-hopping, or a visit to the description-defying House of Eternal Return. Round out a colorful day with dinner at Café Pasqual’s.

Day 6

Santa Fe to Taos

75 MI (120 KM); 2 HOURS

Head to Taos via the high road, with stops at the Santuario de Chimayó, where you can also pick up some delicious tamales, and in the villages of Truchas and Las Trampas. Settle into your hotel in Taos after a de rigueur margarita at the Adobe Bar.

Day 7

Taos

Start with an early visit to San Francisco de Asís Church, followed by breakfast at Michael’s Kitchen. Then head to the Taos Art Museum at Fechin House for background on the town’s art scene. Spend the afternoon at Taos Pueblo, followed by a local-produce dinner at The Love Apple.
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San Francisco de Asís Church in Taos



Day 8

Taos to Las Vegas

150 MI (240 KM); 3 HOURS

Drive the first leg of the Enchanted Circle, turning east at Eagle Nest to reach Cimarron. Have lunch at Blü Dragonfly Brewing, then head down to Las Vegas via I-25. Check in at the Plaza Hotel, then walk up Bridge Street and over to The Skillet for dinner.

Day 9

Las Vegas to Carlsbad

270 MI (435 KM); 4.5 HOURS

Today is a long day of driving, but you’ll pass through pretty old villages and plains. Have a late lunch at the Cowboy Café in Roswell, and visit the International UFO Museum & Research Center or the Anderson Museum of Contemporary Art. Drive down to Carlsbad for dinner at Danny’s Place BBQ and bunk down at Trinity Hotel & Suites.

Day 10

Carlsbad to Cloudcroft

180 MI (290 KM); 3.5 HOURS

Head out early to Carlsbad Caverns National Park. From there, drive west up into the mountains to Cloudcroft. Kick back and take in the view at the Western Bar & Café, before settling in for the night at the Burro Street Boardinghouse.

Day 11

Cloudcroft to Las Cruces

90 MI (145 KM); 1.5 HOURS

Head west to White Sands National Park, winding up in Las Cruces that evening. Tour historic Mesilla on foot and enjoy an evening meal at La Posta.

Day 12

Las Cruces to Albuquerque

225 MI (360 KM); 3.5 HOURS

Drive up I-25 to return to Albuquerque, stopping in Truth or Consequences for coffee and a snack and a dip in the hot springs. Plan on a green-chile cheeseburger for lunch at the Owl Bar & Café in San Antonio. You should be in Albuquerque by nightfall—check out the scene downtown.

Days 13-14

Albuquerque

Take it easy on Day 13, and take one last look at the Southwestern scenery, either with a hot-air balloon ride at dawn or a tram ride to Sandia Peak at sunset.

On Day 14, fuel up for your flight with breakfast at The Frontier, where you can also grab some house-made tortillas to take home.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Green Chile and So Much More

BEST TRADITIONAL NEW MEXICAN

“Red or green?” is the official state question, the dilemma diners face when they order anything that can be drowned in an earthy red-chile sauce or a chunky, vegetal green one. Hint: Choose “Christmas” if you can’t decide.

• Mary & Tito’s Café: An Albuquerque institution, this family restaurant was named a James Beard American Classic in 2009. Red chile is the star here.

• Pueblo Restaurant: In the category of restaurants in a gas station, this one in San Felipe Pueblo is a winner. It serves big enchilada platters, as well as pueblo favorites like blue-corn mush.

• Tia Sophia’s: The alleged inventors of the breakfast burrito, in Santa Fe.

• Zuly’s: A dreamy, rich, deep-red sauce bathes enchiladas and burritos at this café in the bucolic village of Dixon.

• El Bruno’s: This restaurant in Cuba processes all of its green chile by hand.

BEST GREEN-CHILE CHEESEBURGER

• Burger Boy: Just outside Albuquerque but feeling much further removed, this Cedar Crest standby prepares a green-chile burger that is tender and oh so tasty.

• Bang Bite: The wait is more than worth it at this orange food truck that draws long lines with its signature roasted five-chile blend burger.

• Santa Fe Bite: This casual restaurant grinds its own meat and shapes its enormous—and fabled—burgers by hand.

• Laguna Burger: Devotees regularly drive to Laguna Pueblo for these GCCBs made from fresh, never frozen meat.

• Owl Bar & Café: A two-fer in the village of San Antonio—not only the old-school Owl, but also rival Buckhorn Burgers, right across the street.

• Sparky’s: The green chile can’t get any fresher at this Hatch institution whose cheeseburger is seasoned with a secret family recipe.

BEST LOCAL AND ORGANIC

• Campo: The restaurant at Los Poblanos Historic Inn serves a few perfect dishes each evening; overnight here for the full farm-life experience in Albuquerque.

• Café Pasqual’s: This Santa Fe institution has been serving New Mexican and international dishes with organic ingredients since the late 1970s.

• Vinaigrette: This “salad bistro” in Santa Fe and Albuquerque grows its own greens on a Tesuque farm and can vouch for every ingredient on its menu.

• The Love Apple: At this candlelit New Mexican bistro, a chalkboard displays the sourced ingredients: Tucumcari cheese, Pecos beef, and more.

• The Shed: Breakfast and lunch never disappoint at this unfussy Las Cruces standby—even the homemade bread is enough to pine for.




TOP EXPERIENCE

Best Drives

There’s hardly a bad road in New Mexico, but these drives are outstanding.

• Turquoise Trail (55 mi/89 km; 1.5 hours): From Albuquerque to Santa Fe, Highway 14 offers great vistas around every curve and ghost towns to break up the drive.

• Highway 4 (32 mi/51 km; 1 hour): Highway 4 through Jemez Springs to the Valles Caldera is especially good in fall, with yellow aspens highlighted against red rock.

• US 84 (93 mi/149 km; 1.75 hours): North of Santa Fe, ascend through the red rocks of Abiquiu, then past the Brazos Cliffs near Tierra Amarilla.

• La Frontera del Llano Scenic Byway (26 mi/42 km; 30 minutes): Highway 39 zigzags across the northeastern plains from Roy to Abbott, with pronghorns and the remnants of homesteads along the way, on the southern portion of this scenic byway.

• Highway 72 (37 mi/60 km; 1 hour): This tiny road between Raton and Folsom soars over the bucolic Johnson Mesa.

• US 180 (98 mi/158 km; 2 hours): From Silver City to Reserve, this highway passes largely through the Gila National Forest.

• Sunspot Highway (16 mi/26 km; 30 minutes): Highway 6563 winds south from Cloudcroft to Sunspot Solar Observatory, with White Sands visible below.

• Historic Route 66 (350 mi/565 km; 7 hours): Pieces of I-40 frontage road and more remote detours make up the decommissioned Mother Road, passing vintage Americana motels, diners, and more along the way.
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A Week in the Wild West

TOP EXPERIENCE

Gunslingers, cattle rustlers, and Apache warriors made New Mexico a colorful, if violent, place in the 19th century, and relics of that frontier lifestyle are still visible everywhere. History buffs can visit old forts, count bullet holes in saloon ceilings, and trace the fortunes of prospectors in ghost-town graveyards. Though the major cities have their share of history, this route takes you away from the modern centers and into emptier quarters. It can be expanded with a stop in Santa Fe or a more leisurely pace up to Las Vegas (Highway 3, which connects I-40 to I-25, for instance, is exceptionally pretty, if a bit out of the way).

Day 1

Arrive in Albuquerque. Take in the western sunset at the base of the Sandia Peak Tramway, in the foothills, and then come back to the center of the city for dinner at the appropriately named and Western-themed restaurant The Frontier. Bed down at Los Poblanos Historic Inn, amid horse farms in the North Valley.

Day 2

Head southeast to Mountainair and the rustic-bizarre Shaffer Hotel; you’ll also pass the Salinas Pueblo Missions. By midafternoon you should be in Lincoln, where Billy the Kid earned his greatest notoriety. Tour the buildings of the Lincoln Historic Site, and then settle in for the evening at one of the guest homes or suites at the Hurd La Rinconada Gallery in San Patricio.

Day 3

After breakfast, you’re headed north to Fort Sumner to see Billy the Kid’s grave and a memorial to Navajo internment in the 1860s. Take an afternoon dip in the Blue Hole in Santa Rosa to fortify yourself for the last leg of the drive, to Las Vegas, where you’ll stay and dine at the grand Plaza Hotel.

Day 4

Tour the Meadow City’s historic buildings in the morning, with lunch at Abraham’s Tiendita, then head for sprawling Fort Union National Monument in the afternoon—the slanting sun should highlight the ruts of the Santa Fe Trail off to one side. Return to Las Vegas for the evening.
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Fort Union National Monument



Day 5

I-25 north takes you to Raton, where you turn east to Capulin Volcano National Monument, which affords a commanding view over the plains. Loop back via Folsom (site of numerous train robberies) and the awesome, empty expanse of Johnson Mesa. Have a late lunch in Raton at 111 Park and then cruise on to Cimarron, where you’ll spend the night in the spooky St. James Hotel.

Day 6

Depending on your interests, hang out in Cimarron in the morning until the Old Aztec Mill Museum opens, or make a beeline through dramatic Cimarron Canyon to Eagle Nest and on to Taos. The long way around the Enchanted Circle yields the best views and takes you past abandoned Elizabethtown, site of the state’s first gold rush. In Red River, the scene is livelier. Bars play both kinds of music (country and western). Spend the night in Taos at the historic Taos Inn or Hotel La Fonda de Taos. Both wear their years well.

Day 7

Drive south back to Albuquerque via the low road and, if you have the time, the Turquoise Trail—stop in Cerrillos, which has been used as a Western film set, and eat at the Black Bird Saloon, which looks like one. If you don’t have to meet a flight out, plan on stopping in Madrid, too, for a burger or a beer at the Mine Shaft Tavern.
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Mine Shaft Tavern in Madrid




Retro Route 66 and Beyond

“Get your kicks,” advises Nat King Cole’s classic anthem of the Mother Road. Though officially decommissioned, Route 66 (now traced by I-40) is still alive in New Mexico in the form of neon signs and cruising culture. And even off that iconic highway, many parts of the state foster nostalgia for the mid-20th century.

DRIVE-IN MOVIE MAGIC

• Hit the road, preferably in a convertible, to enjoy good old-fashioned fun like a drive-in movie theater in Las Vegas (summers only).

• The car is still king in Clovis, where you’ll find original drive-ins, such as Foxy, complete with carhops—this is the way burgers and fries were meant to be eaten.

ROCKIN’ HISTORY

• Hot-rod fans can see one of Elvis’s Caddies at B-Square Ranch in Farmington—the taxidermy museum here also seems like a relic of another age.

• Clovis is where 1950s crooner Buddy Holly recorded his early hits—check out the Norman & Vi Petty Rock & Roll Museum, or plan a trip for the September Clovis Draggin’ Main Music Festival.

DESSERT DETOURS

• Capture the real spirit of a road trip by heading out US 60 to remote Pie Town, so named because it served intrepid motorists sweets in the 1930s. Several cafés keep this slice (pun intended) of Americana alive with mixed berry, chocolate cream, and more at the ready.

• Truth or Consequences is home to the wonderfully named Passion Pie Café, creator of the Passionate Pear Wafflewich, an exquisite combination of sweet and savory ingredients that very much elevates the sum of its parts. There are other waffle sandwiches to tempt you and plenty of pies and baked goods, too.

MOTOR LODGES

• Relive the legacy of Route 66 at the evocative El Vado Motel in Albuquerque.

• In Raton, the Budget Host Melody Lane Motel has vintage saunas in the rooms.

• El Rancho Hotel in Gallup hosted Ronald Reagan and other Western movie stars.

• In Truth or Consequences (a town named for a 1950s radio show), the owners of Blackstone Hotsprings have decorated rooms as homages to The Twilight Zone and Lucille Ball. Sleep tight, and dream of the charm of yesteryear.

• In Tucumcari, tuck yourself into 1939 at the Blue Swallow Motel or the slightly newer Motel Safari.




Weird and Wonderful

Sometimes New Mexico feels like an entirely different planet. Here’s where to see the state at its most eccentric.

MADRID

It’s pronounced MAD-rid, which gives you an idea about this ghost-town-turned-gallery-strip’s wacky residents, who have brought the place back from the dead since the 1970s. South of here is Tinkertown Museum, a miniature wonderland whittled from wood, cobbled together from bottle caps and bits of string.

LOS ALAMOS

This mesa-top town is where the atomic bomb was devised and scientists still toil in secrecy; museums here present different takes on what that impact means. After visiting “the Hill,” take a trip way down south to Trinity Site, where the bomb was first tested in July 1945; it’s open to visitors only two days a year.

SANTA FE AND TAOS

Poll your fellow hot-tubbers at Ten Thousand Waves about their past lives, or ask your neighbor at the World Cup coffee shop if he can hear the “Taos hum”. Take a trip to another dimension at the House of Eternal Return, or check out the Greater World Earthship Development, an off-the-grid outpost where the buildings crafted from beer cans and tires look straight off a Star Wars set.

TRUTH OR CONSEQUENCES

From its attention-grabbing name (a 1950 publicity stunt) to its downtown of hot baths, odd shops, and the labyrinthine Geronimo Springs Museum, this is a small town with more than its share of character.

PLAINS OF SAN AGUSTÍN

If Roswell gets you in the mood to peer into the solar system, cruise out to this installation of radio telescopes that make up the Very Large Array. They don’t actually receive messages from across the galaxy, but the images they take of deep space are illuminating all the same.

ROSWELL

Ever have cryptic dreams about green creatures with big heads and long, skinny arms? You’ll feel right at home at the International UFO Museum & Research Center, where alien visitations are treated as a matter of course. The work at the outstanding Anderson Museum of Contemporary Art depicts all manner of alternate realities.
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Outdoor Adventures

TOP EXPERIENCE

Marked by jagged mountains, endless and impossibly blue skies, and flora that endures against all odds, New Mexico has a primal beauty that can impact you to your core. Snowcapped peaks loom over arid deserts, and you can spot hardy animals, odd birds, and stunning rock formations everywhere in between. The sheer vastness of the scenery is intoxicating; the adventures that await you here are suitably epic.

Every corner of the state holds activities that can give you a lifetime of memories, but due to long driving distances, you’re better off focusing your exploration on a specific part of the state. This way, you’ll spend less time in the car and more time immersing yourself in the landscape.

Albuquerque

Hot-Air Ballooning

As you drift silently over Albuquerque, unmatched views open up in all directions—there’s simply no better way to take in the Sandia Mountains and the Rio Grande.

Santa Fe

Hiking and Snowshoeing in the Valles Caldera National Preserve

The pristine backcountry of the 13-mi-wide (21-km) Valles Caldera National Preserve beckons with mountain streams, thick alpine forests, and herds of elk grazing seemingly endless lush meadows. Whether you’re planning a day hike in summer or a snowshoe trek in winter, every season is beautiful here.

Taos

Rafting the Taos Box

Steep canyon walls loom alongside the 16 mi (26 km) of surging waters of the Taos Box; the only way out is to negotiate the increasingly wild rapids that provide thrills and gasps in equal measure.

Skiing and Hiking at Taos Ski Valley

With bunny slopes and double-black-diamond runs, this world-class ski resort has it all, including stunning scenery and a German beer garden to boot. Hiking trails offer access to the beautiful mountain vistas in summer.

Navajo Nation and the Northwest

Trekking in the Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness

Top-heavy hoodoos—precarious, windswept sandstone towers—are the hallmark of this barren landscape south of Farmington. There are no trails and no services, and virtually no other hikers, so come prepared with plenty of water, a compass, and an appreciation for solitude.

Las Cruces and the Southwest

Stargazing at the Cosmic Campground

With some of the clearest skies in North America, just about anywhere outside of the larger population areas in New Mexico is ideal for stargazing. To get the fullest picture of the Milky Way, set up camp and admire the breathtaking view at the Cosmic Campground, an International Dark Sky Sanctuary nestled in the southwestern part of the state.

Biking in the Organ Mountains-Desert Peaks National Monument

Miles of single-track and dirt roads against a backdrop of some of the most rugged desert terrain in the state make this relatively new national monument a top destination for mountain bikers in the southern part of the state. From technical challenges to scenery that never fails to induce wonder, this vast protected area has it all.

Carlsbad Caverns and the Southeast

Diving and Swimming in the Blue Hole

It’s not often you see scuba divers replete with an oxygen tank and fins in the middle of the desert, but it’s fair to say the Blue Hole is no ordinary dive spot. Clear and temperate year-round, the pool is over 80 ft (24 m) deep and fed by a natural spring. Whether or not you’d like to gear up at the adjacent dive shop, it’s a great spot for a swim—particularly on a scorching summer afternoon.

Caving in Carlsbad Caverns National Park

Go deeper—literally—than the average day-tripper by signing up for the hardcore Spider Cave tour, on which you’ll wiggle through tiny tunnels into lofty halls. The park supplies helmets and headlamps, but it’s BYOB: bring your own batteries. Handily, the temperature underground holds steady year-round; just book ahead during peak summer months.

Walking in White Sands National Park

A sunset walk—especially one led by a ranger—is one of the more magical ways to take in this impossibly white landscape and learn how it formed. Take time as well to hike the mesmerizing Alkali Flat Trail into the heart of the park, where waves of gypsum dunes undulate into the distance.
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Native New Mexico, Ancient and Modern

TOP EXPERIENCE

The culture that developed before the arrival of the Spanish in the 16th century can be experienced across the state in pueblos, in settlements long since abandoned, and in excellent museums that hold some of the state’s finest treasures. Definitely try to schedule around a dance ceremony at a pueblo, as you’ll see the living culture. If you’re serious about purchasing art and jewelry, you may want to time your visit with the Santa Fe Indian Market, which takes place every August and showcases more than 1,100 artisans. But you’ll also have a chance to buy directly from craftspeople in Zuni, Acoma, Crownpoint, and Santa Fe. If you have the time, you could also head south of Albuquerque to the Salinas Pueblo Missions, the Gila Cliff Dwellings, and the Bosque Redondo Memorial at Fort Sumner.

Albuquerque

The Indian Pueblo Cultural Center should be your first stop, for its good museum and information on all the American Indian settlements. Also pay a quick visit to Petroglyph National Monument to see ancient rock carvings and Coronado Historic Site to see inside a painted kiva. The Hyatt Regency Tamaya resort nearby is owned by Santa Ana Pueblo.
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Petroglyph National Monument



Santa Fe

Check out the modern arts scene at the Museum of Contemporary Native Arts and the Museum of Indian Arts & Culture, as well as several galleries representing pueblo artists. And don’t miss the jewelry vendors under the portal at the Palace of the Governors. A short drive away are the ruins at Bandelier National Monument and the Puyé Cliff Dwellings, where Santa Clara residents lead the tours.


TOP EXPERIENCE

What to Expect at a Ceremonial Dance

Visiting a pueblo for a ceremonial dance or feast-day celebration is one of the most memorable parts of a trip to New Mexico. But it’s important to remember that a pueblo dance is not at all for the benefit of tourists. It is a ceremony and a religious ritual, not a performance—you are a guest, not a member of an audience.

Keep this in mind as a guide to your own behavior. Dress respectfully—the focus should always be on the dancers. Applause is not appropriate, nor is conversation during the dance. Discussions in between dances should be kept to a low level. Queries about the meaning of the dances are generally not appreciated. Never walk in the dance area, and try not to block the view of pueblo residents. The kivas, as holy spaces, are always off-limits to outsiders. During feast days, some pueblo residents may open their doors to visitors, perhaps for a snack or drink—but be considerate of others who may also want to visit, and don’t stay too long. Photography is strictly forbidden at dances (sometimes with the exception of Los Matachines, which is not a religious ritual). Don’t even think about trying to sneak a shot with your smartphone, as tribal police will be more than happy to confiscate it.

On a practical level, be prepared for a lot of waiting around. Start times are always approximate, and everything depends on when the dancers are done with their kiva rituals. There will usually be a main, seasonal dance—such as the corn dance at the summer solstice—followed by several others. If you go in the winter, dress warmly, but in layers. Ceremonies often start inside the close-packed, overheated church, and then dances often proceed outside in the cold.

You can learn more about ceremonial dances in the following areas:

• Albuquerque

• Santa Fe

• Taos

• Acoma and Laguna Pueblos



Taos

Taos Pueblo has endured for centuries and is inhabited to this day. If your visit doesn’t coincide with a ceremonial dance there, stop by the Kachina Lodge in the early evening to see a demonstration performance (summer only)—but it’s better to stay the night across the road at El Pueblo Lodge, a well-tended motel.

Acoma Pueblo

West of Albuquerque, this dramatic fortress village atop a mesa is accessible only by guided tour. At the base is an excellent cultural museum, which displays the pueblo’s specialty, delicate white pottery painted with fine black lines. You can grab Indian fry bread or lamb stew here, or have lunch down the road in Grants.

Zuni Pueblo

This is the only pueblo where you can stay overnight, at the Inn at Halona. It’s also the source of beautiful jewelry. Take a walking tour of the mission church, with its resplendent kachina murals, and check out the A:shíwi A:wan Museum and Heritage Center. The dance ritual Shalako, in late November or early December, is amazing, but you must book at the inn many months ahead.

Gallup

Hosting a huge annual powwow, Gallup has the largest Native population in the state, as well as the small Navajo Code Talkers Exhibit in the Gallup Cultural Center. Visit on a Saturday for the funky and diverse flea market. About an hour’s drive away is Crownpoint, which hosts a monthly rug auction—a must-visit even if you don’t intend to buy anything.

Shiprock and Farmington

Head into the Navajo Nation via US 491, passing the Toadlena Trading Post, which displays beautiful rugs. Shiprock offers another chance at a flea market, or traditional mutton stew at the fast-food joints—or hold out until Farmington and AshKii’s Navajo Grill.

Farmington is usually the base for visiting Chaco Culture National Historical Park, a little over 2 hours south—though you’ll get more out of the experience by camping at the site under starry skies.
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