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We would love to hear from you concerning your experiences with this guide and how you feel it could be improved and kept up to date. Please send your comments and suggestions to:


editorial@GlobePequot.com
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Rio Grande Gorge near Taos
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View of valley and storms, Capulin Volcano National Monument





 


INTRODUCTION


New Mexico is a land of enormous contrasts, geologically, meteorologically, and culturally. Alpine lakes repose in glacier-carved basins in the northern mountains, while wind sculpts white sand dunes in the south-central desert. Deep gorges of exposed basalts cut through the flanks of flat sandstone mesas, and mountain slopes covered by aspens and grassy meadows jut skyward only a few miles from dusty creosote plains.


Although New Mexico is the fifth largest state, it has one of the smallest populations, only about two million people. Most people live in the Rio Grande and the lower Pecos River valleys. Only 3,500 people live in the 7,000 square miles of rugged Catron County, the state’s largest, yet about 640,000 crowd into much smaller Bernalillo County, where Albuquerque lies.


The very old coexists with the very new. Archaeologists have found remnants here of some of the earliest known human cultures in the United States, such as Sandia and Folsom Man, yet the world’s first nuclear bomb was exploded here. Thousand-year-old Indian ruins crumble into dust at Chaco Culture National Historical Park, while modern buildings reach for the sky in Albuquerque.


The land has been shaped by a multitude of geologic forces. Ancient seas have come and gone, depositing thick beds of limestone, shale, and sandstone. Vast reserves of mineral wealth—oil, gas, coal, and potash—lie within these beds, centered around Hobbs in the southeast and Farmington in the northwest. The ancient seas laid the groundwork for exceptional beauty, too. The decorated chambers of Carlsbad Caverns and other enormous caves are hidden within an ancient limestone reef near Carlsbad.


The uplift of the Rocky Mountains sculpted the rugged New Mexico landscape, creating dramatic peaks and valleys. Some mountains reach more than 13,000 feet high, while a long, narrow chunk of central New Mexico drops thousands of feet along a series of faults, creating the Rio Grande Rift. The Rio Grande River uses the rift as a path for its flow. Volcanoes erupted across the state, from the small cinder cone at Capulin Volcano National Monument to the vast 14-mile-diameter caldera at Valle Grande west of Los Alamos. These periods of folding, faulting, and volcanic activity also created enormous mineral wealth—gold, silver, copper, molybdenum, and other metals.


New Mexico has one of the highest average elevations in the United States. Elevations range from a low of 2,842 feet, where the Pecos River flows out of the state, to the high point, Wheeler Peak, at 13,161 feet. Denver, Colorado, is famous as the Mile High City, but Albuquerque’s altitude ranges from about 5,000 to 6,000 feet. Santa Fe, at 7,000 feet, is the highest state capital in the United States.
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Grasslands at the base of the Mogollon Mountains


The broad elevation range of New Mexico provides a surprising variety of climates. The record high and low temperatures are an incredible 116 degrees and minus 50 degrees Fahrenheit. Las Cruces, Carlsbad, and other southern desert cities have a mild climate attractive to sun lovers and retirees. These towns receive only a few short-lived snowstorms in the winter. Tucked up into the mountains, however, are ski towns such as Ruidoso and Red River that receive many feet of snow every year.


Many casual visitors to New Mexico picture the state as barren and dull, because they race through on freeways such as I-10 that cross the easiest terrain, often desert areas of flat, low-lying valleys. Parts of the southern and northwestern deserts are very dry and receive as little as 7 inches of rain per year. However, air masses cool and expand as they rise over the New Mexico mountains and dump far more moisture there, often 30 or 40 inches of precipitation annually. Because the mountains are cooler and wetter, they support lush forests of pine, spruce, fir, and aspen. In fact, about a quarter of the state is wooded.


Much of New Mexico’s charm is due to its mix of cultures. Until the Spanish explorer Coronado arrived in 1540, the Pueblo Indian culture of the upper Rio Grande Valley dominated the state. The arrival of the Spaniards led to a long period of Spanish, and then Mexican, domination. After the Mexican-American War ended in 1848, most of New Mexico was acquired by the United States. Anglos began arriving in large numbers along the Santa Fe Trail after the war ended. Today, the three cultures mix in an interesting blend, with its own unique food, architecture, art, and fashion.


Because New Mexico has some of the oldest roads in the United States, a book on scenic drives is particularly appropriate. The ancient Anasazi created an elaborate system of roads radiating outward from their villages in Chaco Canyon in northwestern New Mexico. Later, Spanish explorer Don Juan de Oñate established El Camino Real, the Royal Road, up the Rio Grande Valley from El Paso, Texas. It ultimately extended from Mexico City to Taos. One particularly notorious stretch came to be called La Jornada del Muerto (The Journey of Death or Dead Man’s Route). The segment left the Rio Grande for a long distance east of Truth or Consequences and crossed waterless desert where Indian attacks and thirst killed many travelers. Today, I-25 roughly follows much of the Royal Road.


The famous Santa Fe Trail brought considerable trade and commerce into northern New Mexico in the early and mid 19th century. The route was used heavily until a railroad was built over Raton Pass in 1879 and extended into Santa Fe.


New Mexico is blessed with vast amounts of public land. Most of the drives described in this guide pass through public land. The recreational activities along the roads are almost limitless—camping, hiking, bird-watching, hunting, fishing, skiing, boating, bicycling, rockhounding, and rock climbing. The towns along the way offer quaint restaurants, historic inns, and numerous art galleries.


Most of the drives in this guide follow paved roads. Some are broad highways, others are narrow and winding. A few dirt roads have been included, but all are usually well maintained and passable for most vehicles, with the possible exception of the Black Range drive. A very few of the roads, mostly the unpaved ones, may be difficult to travel with large motor homes and trailers. The individual drive descriptions will give more details. A few of the high mountain roads close in winter, especially the unpaved ones.


Before setting out, be sure that your vehicle is in good condition. Top off your fuel tank, especially before driving some of the more remote highways and dirt roads. Check weather forecasts. Heavy snows can temporarily close even the main highways in winter. During the rainy season in late summer, the unpaved roads in this guide can get rough and occasionally even wash out. For current road information, you may want to check with the relevant agencies listed for each drive in the Appendix.


Watch your speed. Some small towns and back roads, especially in northern New Mexico, have ridiculously low speed limits and are notorious speed traps. The author has experienced this firsthand.


It never hurts to carry some extra food and water with you in case you have trouble on the highway or can’t find a restaurant open. It could also be useful if you decide to take a hike somewhere along the way. Many of the drives pass through small towns and villages. Each drive description notes the availability of food, gas, and lodging, but realize the status can change with time. Don’t count on finding gas stations and restaurants open late at night in small towns. In general, business hours tend to be longest in summer and shortest in winter.


Many parks, museums, campgrounds, tourist-oriented businesses, and other attractions have very seasonal schedules. Many places have long hours in the summer, with more limited hours in the fall and very restricted or nonexistent hours in the winter and early spring. Campgrounds in particular tend to be closed in winter and much of the spring. If you plan to travel in the off-season, call ahead before counting on having a given attraction open.


Although crime is unlikely on these rural roads, it never hurts to take precautions. Don’t leave valuables in the car when you are hiking a trail or touring a museum. If you have no choice, lock them out of sight in the trunk—and don’t let anyone see you put them in there. If a situation seems unsafe for any reason, just leave.


Much of New Mexico is relatively unpopulated, so cell phones often don’t work in places other than major towns and highways. Don’t expect service in remote mountain areas and on long sections of the dirt roads that make up some of these drives.


The terrain these roads pass through is beautiful, but be sure to keep a close eye on the road. Watch out for blind curves and water crossings. Never drive into a flooded stream crossing. Most storms are short-lived and the water will quickly recede. Pull well off the road if you stop to sightsee. Watch out for deer, elk, and other animals on the road, especially at night. Some years ago, this author had an unfortunate encounter in his car with a mule deer. The incident was costly to both. A few of these roads pass through open range, so also watch for livestock.


Please do your part to protect the scenic country you pass through. Be careful with fire, and be sure to thoroughly put out campfires and cigarettes. Stay on the designated roads; the land is fragile. Don’t litter and don’t disturb historic sites, such as ghost towns and Indian ruins.


Lastly, use the guide as an introduction. Follow that intriguing side road that disappears into the pines. Stop and stroll up a trail into a wilderness area. Hunt for fool’s gold in an abandoned mine dump. Pull into a roadside cafe and try their blue corn enchiladas or green chile hamburgers. Take your time and discover the charm of New Mexico.




HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE


Scenic Driving New Mexico describes thirty-five highway and back-road drives throughout the state. Each drive description is complemented with a map showing the route, campgrounds, special features such as historic sites, recreation areas, connecting roads, and nearby towns.


Not all the roads in some of the drives are shown on standard state highway maps. A more detailed map book of the state, such as the widely available New Mexico Atlas & Gazetteer by DeLorme, will help you follow the more remote routes and plan side excursions. GPS units may be helpful but might not show smaller forest roads and other side roads. You can also use the detailed maps of national forests and parks through which some of these drives pass. They show additional information that could not be squeezed onto the maps in this guide, including hiking trails and small side roads. The maps are usually available at park and forest offices and at outdoors shops in larger towns.


Generally, the federal highways, both interstates and other routes, are the largest and busiest roads. This book uses “US” to designate federal highways and “I” for interstate highways. “NM” or “Highway” followed by the route number designates the New Mexico state highways. For national forest roads, the abbreviation “FR” for Forest Road is used. They are usually unpaved and lightly traveled. Their route numbers are marked with thin, short, brown, fiberglass posts.


Unless the drive described is a loop, the length specified is the one-way distance. Distances were measured using several different car odometers, since measurements can vary slightly. Even the same car will read slightly differently with different tires or when driving uphill on a dirt road versus downhill on a dirt road. Be sure to keep an eye open for the specific signs, junctions, and landmarks mentioned in the directions, not just the mileage. The drives can easily be done in reverse from how they are described.


The descriptions are divided into the following categories:


General description provides a quick summary of the length, location, and scenic features of the drive.


Special attractions are prominent, interesting activities and features found along the route. Additional attractions are included in the description. Some activities, such as fishing and hunting, require permits or licenses that must be obtained locally.


Location gives the area of the state in which the drive is located.


Drive route numbers includes the specific highway names and numbers on which the drive travels.


Travel season notes if the specific route is open all year or closed seasonally. Some highways are closed to automobiles in winter due to snow but are open for snowshoeing, cross-country skiing, and snowmobiling. Opening and closing dates are approximate and subject to regional weather variations. Always check local conditions.


Camping includes listings of all state park, state forest, national forest, national park, and Bureau of Land Management campgrounds along the route.


Services lists communities with at least a restaurant, groceries, lodging, phone, and gasoline.


Nearby attractions are major attractions or activities found within 50 miles of the scenic drive.


For more information lists the agencies, chambers of commerce, and others that offer more information about attractions along each drive. The Appendix, at the end of the book, lists contact information for these organizations.


The drive provides detailed traveler information, along with interesting regional history, geology, and natural history. Attractions are presented in the order a traveler encounters them when driving the route in the described direction. If you travel the route from the opposite direction, simply refer to the end of the drive description first.




[image: image]


Capulin Volcano with fog at first light
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Johnson Mesa & Capulin Volcano


Raton to Capulin





General description: A 45-mile drive that follows the quiet back route from Raton to Capulin via Capulin Volcano National Monument.


Special attractions: Capulin Volcano National Monument, Sugarite Canyon State Park, cross-country skiing, fishing, hiking, camping, views.


Location: Northeastern New Mexico. The drive starts in Raton at the intersection of I-25 and NM 72.


Drive route numbers: NM 72, NM 325.


Travel season: Spring through fall. The drive is usually pleasant and cool in summer, with frequent afternoon rains. Snow can close the highway in winter.


Camping: Sugarite Canyon State Park.


Services: All services are in Raton. Capulin has one gas station, lunch at the Capulin Country Store, and a few cabins at the RV park. Limited food and gas are in nearby Des Moines.


Nearby attractions: Fort Union National Monument, Clayton Lake State Park, Sangre de Cristo Mountains, National Historic District in Trinidad, Colorado.


For more information: Capulin Volcano National Monument, Sugarite Canyon State Park, Raton Chamber of Commerce, Folsom Museum. See Appendix for addresses, phone numbers, and websites.


The Drive


This drive follows the back road from Raton to Capulin. It covers the most beautiful section of the Dry Cimarron Scenic Byway. Thousands of cars zip through the two towns on busy US 64/87 every day on their way to Colorado or Texas, but very few travel NM 72 and NM 325. From Raton, the road climbs up through a broad canyon onto Johnson Mesa, a large, flat, grassy volcanic plateau. It then drops down into the Dry Cimarron River valley at Folsom. Extinct volcanoes, including Capulin Volcano, dot the grassy plains between Folsom and Capulin.


Late summer is an ideal time to make the trip. Most of the drive’s elevation is more than 6,500 feet, and Johnson Mesa rises well over 8,000 feet, making for cool, pleasant weather. Summer rains turn the grasslands a lush, thick green. Dramatic storms boil up into the sky in the afternoons and dump showers across the region.
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It may be difficult for large RVs to negotiate the narrow highway as it winds through canyons and along the high mesa country. Some of the pavement is in poor condition, especially on Johnson Mesa, so allow plenty of time for the drive.


Johnson Mesa


Follow NM 72 east from Raton through a broad, grassy valley. After 2 miles, the highway turns northeast into the broad canyon of Chicorico Creek and passes a few scattered homes. At a little less than 4 miles, NM 526 forks to the left. If you have time, be sure to take a short side trip up NM 526, which follows the canyon’s north fork and becomes narrower and steeper. A few abandoned coal mines and buildings dot the hillsides. The road crosses into Sugarite Canyon State Park in less than 2 miles, where two small lakes offer fishing. The upper one, Lake Maloya, is the larger. Ponderosa pine and Douglas fir become common on the slopes by the time the road reaches Lake Maloya. The park has trails around Lake Maloya and the campgrounds. The area was a bustling coal-mining community until 1941. An interpretive trail leads up the hill across from the park office, through the ruins and abandoned mines of the old coal camp of Sugarite. Early in the 20th century, the mines supplied coal to railroads and other area users. Most of the town’s buildings are long gone, having been salvaged or destroyed by time, leaving little more than foundations.


After about 6 miles, at the north end of Lake Maloya, the pavement ends and the road crosses into Colorado. Another small lake, Dorothey, lies in the Colorado State Wildlife Area just over the state line. A small local cross-country ski area, Sugarite, is located just a short distance up the road from Lake Maloya in Colorado. Once there was a small downhill ski area here, but it was abandoned in the late 1980s because of financial problems.


Beyond the junctions of NM 526, NM 72 winds up the east fork of the canyon past a few homes in the village of Yankee. Soon the road climbs up and out of the canyon onto Johnson Mesa. In stark contrast with the steep, partly wooded slopes of the canyon, Johnson Mesa is a flat and nearly treeless plateau. Juniper and piñon pine inhabit the rocky escarpments along the north slope and ravines of the mesa. Thick grassland covers the mesa top. Only a few lonely ranches break up the stark terrain. Views open up of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains to the west and Colorado to the north. At one time, more people lived on the mesa. But most have left, driven out by drought and harsh winters. Here and there a few old barns and houses mark the sites of old homesteads. Along the highway in the middle of the mesa, a small church endures all alone. Once a year residents come to the church for the Sunday service and to relive times past.
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Sunflowers at Capulin Volcano National Monument


Folsom


After passing the church, several volcanoes, such as Capulin and Sierra Grande, become visible to the south and east. A few ponds lie in depressions on the mesa top. The road descends from the mesa top through groves of ponderosa pine, locust, and scrub oak into the valley of the Dry Cimarron River. A historic marker describes the site nearby where the first evidence was found of what became known as Folsom Man.


On August 27, 1908, a flood raged down the Dry Cimarron River from Johnson Mesa, killing seventeen people and destroying much of the town of Folsom. Many more would have died had not Sarah Rooke, the Folsom telephone operator, stayed at her switchboard calling people to warn them until the floodwater swept her to her death.


The flood caused heavy erosion in the surrounding prairies and mountains, and George McJunkin, foreman of the Crowfoot Ranch, discovered large bones in the walls of a newly eroded arroyo. Scientists determined that some of the bones were from an extinct bison. In 1927 a spear point was found lodged in the earth between two bison ribs. Until then, most archaeologists believed that humans had only been in America for about 3,000 years. However, the bones in which the point was found were dated at about 9,000 to 10,000 years old, completely overturning earlier beliefs about human arrival in America.


Folsomnever really recovered from the devastating flood of 1908. It once was one of the largest cattle shipping points in the West but is now a quiet ranching center.


In the village of Folsom, turn right at the junction with NM 456. Drive through town and turn right again at the junction with NM 325 and go toward Capulin. Be sure to stop at the Folsom Museum if you have time. It has exhibits on Fol-som Man, George McJunkin, area ranching history, and other topics. It’s generally open daily in summer from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m., weekends in May and Sept, and by appointment the rest of the year. Because it lies in small village and is run largely be volunteers, be sure to call or check online for current hours before visiting.


Volcanic Area


South of Folsom, the highway crosses grassy plains dotted with volcanoes of the Raton-Clayton volcanic field. Over the course of several million years, numerous volcanoes erupted in northeastern New Mexico, spewing forth vast quantities of lava, cinders, and ash. Several of the volcanoes, including Capulin, Twin Mountain, and Baby Capulin, formed relatively recently, roughly 50,000 years ago. Folsom Man may well have witnessed some violent eruptions.
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St. John’s Episcopal Church at Johnson Mesa


Be sure to stop in at Capulin Volcano National Monument to learn about the volcanoes. A narrow, paved road climbs to the 8,182-foot summit of Capulin Volcano. A short loop trail circles the crater rim, giving spectacular views of craters dotting the grassy plains. On a clear day, views extend into Oklahoma, Texas, and Colorado.


From the monument, the drive continues about 3 miles south to its end at the junction with US 64/87 in the tiny community of Capulin. Capulin was the center of an area of dryland wheat and bean farming in the early part of the 20th century. The drought-stricken Dust Bowl years of the 1930s forced the abandonment of most farms here. The fields have returned to prairie, and only a few widely scattered ranches remain.
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The Enchanted Circle


Taos–Red River Loop





General description: An 85-mile mountain loop circling the highest peak in New Mexico.


Special attractions: Historic Taos, Taos Pueblo, ghost town of Elizabethtown, Eagle Nest Lake, 13,000-foot peaks, Carson National Forest, Red River Ski Area, camping, hiking, cross-country skiing, fishing, scenic views, fall color.


Location: North-central New Mexico. The drive begins in Taos and follows a loop east and north, beginning with US 64.


Drive route numbers: US 64, NM 38, NM 522.


Travel season: All year. Except for summer thunderstorms, the road is usually dry in spring, summer, and fall. The road can be icy and snowpacked in winter and early spring but is plowed regularly. Snow tires and chains may be necessary sometimes. The cool mountain temperatures make summer and fall drives ideal.


Camping: Multiple National Forest Service campgrounds lie east of Taos on US 64 and along NM 38 west of Red River. Arrive early; they often fill up in summer, especially on weekends.


Services: All services are available in Taos, Eagle Nest, Red River, and Questa.


Nearby attractions: Taos and Angel Fire ski areas, Rio Grande Gorge, Cimarron River Canyon, Wheeler Peak Wilderness, Latir Peak Wilderness.


For more information: Taos, Red River, and Eagle Nest chambers of commerce, Carson National Forest. See Appendix for addresses, phone numbers, and websites.


The Drive


The Sangre de Cristo Mountains are New Mexico’s highest, with summits greater than 13,000 feet. The range is part of the Rocky Mountains that extend south from Colorado into New Mexico. In Colorado the Sangre de Cristo Mountains become even higher, with multiple 14,000-foot peaks. This drive makes a loop around New Mexico’s highest summit, 13,161-foot Wheeler Peak, by crossing two high mountain passes. The route passes lush forests, rushing streams, and a cold mountain lake, along with historic mining towns and a modern ski area.


The drive starts in Taos, the northernmost outpost of Spanish rule in the New World. Taos lay at the end of El Camino Real, or the Royal Road, the oldest European route in the United States. It stretched far down the Rio Grande Valley to El Paso and then southward to Chihuahua and Mexico City.


Taos Pueblo has been inhabited since about AD 1350, long before Columbus set foot in the Americas. The Spaniards discovered the pueblo in 1540 when one of Coronado’s officers explored the region. In about 1617 a Spanish settlement was founded near the pueblo. Relations between the Indians and Spaniards were poor and frequently violent. In 1680 the Pueblo Revolt of northern New Mexico forced the Spaniards to retreat down the Rio Grande Valley. Some years later, the Spaniards reestablished their settlements in northern New Mexico. After Mexico achieved independence from Spain, Taos fell under Mexican rule.
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Anglo trappers began to drift into Taos after about 1820 to sell animal pelts and purchase supplies. After spending months trapping in the wilderness, their pursuit of alcohol and women upon arrival in Taos was legendary. After the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo ceded most of New Mexico to the United States, Taos came under American rule.


A combination of clear air, high elevation, abundant sunlight, and the Spanish and Indian cultures began to attract artists to Taos early in the 20th century. The artist colony continued to grow and is now famous. Shops and galleries line the old plaza and nearby streets. Droves of tourists flock in, especially in summer. If you tire of the crowds, head out on this scenic drive.
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