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TOURING


NEW MEXICO


HOT SPRINGS




Help Us Keep This Guide Up to Date


Every effort has been made by the author and editors to make this guide as accurate and useful as possible. However, many things can change after a guide is published—trails are rerouted, regulations change, facilities come under new management, and so forth.


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. While we may not be able to respond to all comments and suggestions, we’ll take them to heart and we’ll also make certain to share them with the author. Please send your comments and suggestions to the following address:


The Globe Pequot Press


Reader Response/Editorial Department


P.O. Box 480


Guilford, CT 06437


Or you may e-mail us at:


editorial@GlobePequot.com


Thanks for your input, and happy travels!
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INTRODUCTION


Hot Springs in History


Hot springs have held a central place in numerous cultures throughout time. Prehistorically, hot springs were used for bathing and food preparation, and likely held spiritual meaning to many diverse groups. According to archaeological evidence, balneology—the utilization of natural mineral waters for the treatment of disease—has been practiced for more than 5,000 years. Hot springs have been used in religious rites and ceremonies in both Egypt and the Middle East for thousands of years.


Hot Springs in Europe


According to English legend, Prince Bladud (who was to become the father of King Lear) contracted leprosy at a young age and was banished from his father’s kingdom. Forced to eke a living from herding swine, the pigs themselves contracted the prince’s disease. As the legend goes, one day the pigs were wallowing in hot spring water on the banks of a river and miraculously emerged cured of their disease. Noticing this, the young prince also bathed in the water and also miraculously emerged healed. The story of this incredible cure spread rapidly, and the hot spring waters became a popular place to visit. Today we know of the site as Bath, England.


Several centuries following Prince Bladud, Roman soldiers visited the site and recuperated from their long campaigns in the hot spring water. Word of the springs spread across the Roman Empire, and Bath quickly developed as a resort town. Through the centuries people continued to believe in the curative powers of the waters at Bath. The Royal Mineral Water Hospital was established at Bath by the British parliament in 1739 and evolved into a therapeutic treatment center for a variety of ailments.


The Victorian era in Europe saw a great awakening in the interest in spas and hot spring waters, particularly in the medicinal benefits attributed to drinking of the waters, although bathing was still an important activity. A visit to a spa became a fashionable pastime for Europe’s wealthy, and centers of thermal waters that had earlier been exploited by the Romans were developed into elaborate resort-hotel complexes.


Hot Springs in America


In the mid-nineteenth century, the popularity of hot spring resorts spread from Europe to America. Berkeley Springs in West Virginia, one of the earliest popular spas in North America, was originally named Bath in honor of the spa in England. Like most hot springs in North America, Native Americans had used the Berkeley Springs long before the arrival of the Europeans; various tribes used the springs as a kind of neutral ground, where peaceful meetings could be held. The British colonials themselves used Berkeley Springs as meeting places, and continued to believe in their therapeutic value.


New hot springs were “discovered” as the American people began moving west, and by 1888 there were 8,843 springs recorded in the United States. Of these springs, 634 were spas and 223 were sources of commercial mineral water for consumption. Hot spring popularity was particularly pronounced from the 1880s through the turn of the century. For years people had used the natural hot spring pools and ponds for therapy, but the Victorians desired a more civilized way of bathing. Resorts and spas became the answer, allowing for private and controlled bathing in the medicinal waters. Because of the lower population and lack of governmental support in America, however, these springs never became as extensive as their European counterparts.


The heyday for the establishment of spas and resorts at hot springs in the United States occurred in the early twentieth century, and remains at countless hot springs throughout the country attest to this boom time in commercial hot spring bathing. These resorts generally promised that their hot spring waters contained preventative and curative values. By this time, transportation had vastly improved in the American West, particularly in the form of the railroad, allowing people to visit places that would have been inaccessible otherwise. The hot spring resorts at Radium and Montezuma were both products of these developments.


The fashion waned by the outbreak of the First World War, but by that time all the major thermal areas of the eastern United States had been developed. In the American West, development of thermal waters was a lot less extensive due to the region’s much smaller population density during the same period. Nevertheless, by the 1950s the boom in hot spring resorts had passed, and many closed down or were simply abandoned. Several of these resorts have never been reopened, but recently a renewed interest in hot springs has witnessed the reuse of previously abandoned springs, with varying results.


Today there are an estimated 1,800 hot springs in the United States, the majority of which are in the western portion of the country. Out of all the hot springs in America, approximately 115 have been developed into extensive resorts or spas.


Hot Springs in New Mexico


New Mexico, the Land of Enchantment—after visiting the springs in this book, you will be hard-pressed to disagree with this title. New Mexico is also a land of extremes. From the low desert in the south to the pine-clad Rocky Mountains in the north, New Mexico has just about everything in between. The hot springs found in this book also range across the state’s geographic diversity. For the most part, however, the springs are concentrated in two main areas, the southwestern part of the state and the north-central portion.


Geothermal activity in those two areas is some of the richest in the country. Much of New Mexico’s geothermal resources, unfortunately (or fortunately, depending upon your view), is privately owned, and most of these privately owned hot-water sources are also off-limits to the public. There are, however, enough hot springs, warm springs, and hot wells available for public use to make New Mexico a must-visit for any geothermal enthusiast. The natural beauty of the state, along with the amazing array of outdoor activities, makes visiting the springs doubly rewarding. The hot-water enthusiast will also find that most of New Mexico’s hot springs are located in natural settings and remain undeveloped. In some cases, hot springs that were at one time commercially developed have reverted back to a more natural state with the waning popularity of resorts.


[image: The pools at Wildwood Hot Springs in southwestern New Mexico are filled with natural hot spring water, piped directly from the source across the river. The upper pools are filled first, with the overflow going into the larger lower pool.]


Much of the state’s history is intricately connected to its hot-water sources. Native New Mexicans used the waters for centuries prior to the arrival of Europeans. Often located along major travel routes, these springs later became well-known to Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo pioneers. Hot springs were often the only source of water in a dry landscape, making them that much more valuable. As settlement increased in the state, the springs began to be utilized to a greater extent, and in some cases they were commercialized. Some of the more lavish hot spring resorts in New Mexico were Faywood, Montezuma, and Radium Springs. Today these springs are a shadow of their heydays, but perhaps you will prefer them in their simpler, rustic state.


Therapeutic Aspects


Interestingly, while the therapeutic benefits of hot spring water continues to be touted in several countries such as Portugal, Japan, Germany, and Czechoslovakia, the fad waned considerably in the United States early in the twentieth century. The practice of balneology is prevalent in Europe and Japan, but largely unknown in America. According to some theories, the decline in the use of hot spring water in medicine in this country is due to establishment of more rigorous medical training and intensive research.


Along with the perceived benefits of hot spring water in medical therapy, many have believed—and continue to believe—in the value of consuming mineral waters. A variety of minerals are claimed to have beneficial values when consumed in certain doses. In the eighteenth century, in fact, this belief served as a motivation for the development of the science of chemistry. Physicians during that period believed in the medical efficacy of certain mineral spring waters, and many pioneers in the field of chemistry got their start by attempting to reproduce the chemical composition of the water in many of the hot springs. These studies were largely driven by the consumption of carbonated beverages and a desire to know the role gases played in these drinks. Today, following a long period of waning popularity, the bottled water industry is growing at a fast rate. Many of the sources of these bottled waters come from hot spring or mineral spring locations.


Geology of Hot Springs


Much is now known about the geological setting of hot springs, the surface manifestation of what geologists term geothermal systems, because many of these systems have been tapped for the generation of electricity, a clean source of energy to replace fossil fuels. Hot springs on the surface of the earth can be no hotter than the boiling point at the earth’s surface (100 degrees Celsius, or 212 degrees Fahrenheit). Waters at depth, however, can reach temperatures as high as 400 degrees Celsius, or 752 degrees Fahrenheit! Such super temperatures are possible because the boiling point is raised by the high hydrostatic pressure at great depth and because of the nearness to subsurface molten rock (magma).


The earth’s heat originates deep beneath the crust, through the decaying of natural radioactive elements such as uranium, thorium, and potassium. Hot springs generally occur where the earth’s heat, in the form of hot or molten rock, exists at relatively shallow depths. Areas of recent or current volcanic activity are obvious locales. Although hot springs are abundant in these regions, the most prevalent—and spectacular—ones are on the sea floor, far from human view. These underwater springs occur along chains of active submarine volcanoes called spreading centers, the places where the earth’s plates diverge from one another. Hot springs can also occur in places where there is no obvious source for the heating of the water (far from volcanic areas, for example). These hot springs are either formed from magma bodies at depth with no surface manifestation, or the water itself has come from great depths where there is abundant heat, forced to the surface by some unexplained means.


Hot springs occur because of convection. Just as air above a radiator rises as it expands from being heated, water also rises as it is heated. Rocks are generally full of cracks and fractures, and these inevitably become filled with water as rainwater percolates downward to fill all the voids. This water is collected in the porous rocks and kept as groundwater (where well water comes from). In mountainous regions this water sometimes emerges again as springs downhill from where the water first entered the fractured rocks, at times forced to the surface from some impermeable barrier. These natural cold-water springs occur because of simple gravity flow and differ from hot springs, which flow because of convective forcing.


The convective process that gives rise to hot springs begins with groundwater near a recently injected molten body. The water becomes very hot, even boiling. Such heated water (with associated steam) is less dense than the surrounding cold groundwater, so it rises toward the surface. As it does, cold groundwater instantaneously moves into the void around the magma to replace the rising water, and convection is initiated. The system functions like a coffee percolator. The heated water mixes with overlying water as it rises and loses some of its heat to the rocks through which it passes, eventually discharging at the surface as a hot spring. The pathway of ascent is commonly along a fault because of ease of flow (see diagram). Once such convection systems are set up, they can last for hundreds of years as heat is slowly harvested from the magma, forcing it to cool and solidify. Water flow, temperatures, and the chemical composition of such hot spring waters often remain stable for long periods of time in spite of year-to-year variation in rainfall, suggesting the complex plumbing systems are very deep and large.
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The chemical composition of the thermal waters is controlled by the rocks through which they pass. For example, some hot springs deposit calcium-carbonaterich travertine around their orifices, such as Mammoth Hot Springs in Yellowstone National Park. Waters of these springs leach and dissolve calcium carbonate from limestones they traverse in the subsurface. When the thermal waters discharge at the surface, the water effervesces dissolved CO2 gas in the same way soda pop effervesces when the bottle cap is removed. Loss of CO2 results in the precipitation of calcium carbonate, thus hot springs with travertine are evidence of limestone down below.


In most volcanically active regions where limestone is not present, hot springs deposit siliceous sinter around their orifices, which has an entirely different character than travertine. Sinter is relatively pure silica, the same composition as quartz and the most common constituent of igneous rocks. Silica, which we use for glass, is almost insoluble at room temperature. At the high temperatures at depth in the geothermal systems, however, silica is relatively soluble, so the thermal waters leach silica from the rocks. As the waters discharge, the silica becomes supersaturated upon the cooling of the spring, and the silica precipitates as sinter.


These two types of chemical deposits, sinter and travertine, are quite different in character, and tell us much about the subsurface geology through which the hot waters passed.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


New Mexico is a diverse state with a substantial number of hot and warm springs scattered throughout. Several of these hot-water sources are actually hot wells, the water discovered accidentally when drilling and diverted for various uses. Many others are truly natural hot springs that can be enjoyed by the general public. Still others consist of warm springs that can also provide nice bathing experiences, especially during the state’s hot months, when these springs may be a more attractive alternative to their hotter counterparts. No matter which type you sample, New Mexico’s geothermal resources are located in some of the most interesting country you can imagine. Take time to enjoy the state’s splendor.


This guide does not pretend to be an exhaustive list of hot springs and hot spring resorts in New Mexico. It is, instead, a guide to and description of some of the best hot springs in the state. Most of the springs you will find in this book are of the natural type. There are a few listings for hot spring resorts, but the focus is on natural hot springs in natural settings. Additionally, this book is not strictly a guide to hot spring soaking. Although many of the springs described offer wonderful bathing experiences, there are several that are worth visiting simply for other attractions. Many of these springs are in majestic settings, several more are in locations of historical or archaeological interest, and others offer geological interest. Before you visit any of these springs, please read the “Precautions” and “Responsible Behavior” sections.


Book Organization


The book is organized geographically, to allow for the greatest ease in traveling from one hot spring to the next. Following a short introduction to the spring, all the pertinent information you will need for a visit is provided, such as location, access, best time of year, and nearest services. Detailed directions are given to each spring, followed by a more in-depth discussion and description of the spring itself.


The book is basically divided into two regions: southern New Mexico and northern New Mexico. The lines between the regions were drawn arbitrarily, simply for the sake of organization. In some cases, hot springs in one region may be closer to springs in another region than to those in its own. To find out what other springs are in your vicinity, check the overview map of the state.


The book is further divided by subregions. These subregions were also created arbitrarily, though they are designed to give the reader a sense of place when visiting a hot spring or series of hot springs. Generally, these subregions also follow geographical lines. A short introduction is given for each region and subregion, pointing out some of the more salient features of the country in which the reader finds him/herself. Historical vignettes are also sometimes included, both to add some flavor to the region and to put the reader far ahead of the casual tourist who generally knows nothing about the area he or she is visiting.


How to Find the Hot Springs


Each set of directions is designed to be used in conjunction with the maps provided. These directions have all been field checked and should get you to the spring with minimal confusion. The maps provided show the important features needed for reaching the spring, but the reader needs to pay close attention to mileages stated in the “Finding the spring” portion of the entry. The maps do not always show all the features in the region and are designed to be location aids, not replacements for a topographic map.


It is highly recommended that the reader use a standard New Mexico highway map and a U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) topographic map when visiting these springs. A highway map or occasionally a 1:100,000-scale topographic map will generally suffice for most springs that require only a drive to reach them. When hiking is required, however, I strongly recommend obtaining the 1:24,000-scale map. In any case, the recommended map is listed for each spring. Topographic maps can be ordered directly from the USGS for $6 (www.usgs.gov). They can also be found at many map stores and some specialty outdoors outlets. It is also recommended that the reader obtain a USDA Forest Service map for some of the hot springs located in national forests. In addition, important information such as up-to-date road conditions, access, permit requirements, and weather can usually be obtained from the land management agency with jurisdiction over the hot spring to be visited. Contact information for most of these offices can be found in Appendix B.
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