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Preface

The first time I went camping as the mother of a new family, my first son was about 6 months old. I spent most of the time in the tent nursing him and playing on the air mattress. We ventured out in the afternoon for a short hike along the creek, where we splashed around and ogled the colorful wildflowers. Other than that, we barely left the campsite. And yet, that was adventure enough at that moment of our lives.

Today, my two boys are 8 and 13 and variety is the name of the game. Now when we head out for an outdoor adventure, we choose a basecamp with easy access to hiking, biking, fishing, climbing, nature, and more to pique their interest. We still have those leisurely trips where we mostly sit around the campsite and play in the nearby creek, but we make sure to have options if the inspiration strikes (or to distract from digital device withdrawal).

We parents hope that our children will find beauty, health, and truth in the same things we have in our lives. My husband and I agree that spending time in nature is a good thing. And, just as we have the responsibility to feed our kids healthy meals and limit their screen time, we also have the responsibility to take them outside to keep their bodies healthy with recreation and to experience the wonder and awe of nature. We can only have faith that through the introduction we provide, they too will fall in love with nature and grow up working to live in harmony with it.

My husband is a gearhead, so he makes sure we have all the fun outdoor toys with us (bikes, fishing poles, campers, kayaks, etc.). I’m a naturalist, so I choose spots where we are likely to see the kind of flora and fauna whose beauty will bring us all to our knees. When we can find a place that brings those two things together, we know we’ve found family adventure gold. And there’s plenty of gold to be found in New Mexico.

That’s what I’m sharing with you here: the best of our adventures. This guide is not a comprehensive list of everything there is to do outside with a family in New Mexico. Instead, it is a curated guide to adventures, each with plenty of options for fun and opportunities to deepen your family’s relationship to the natural world. We hope you enjoy time together in nature as much as we do!
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Taking in the view of the Florida Mountains in southeast New Mexico






Introduction

New Mexico Family Outdoor Adventure Guide describes adventures in nature across the state. Activities include both DIY adventures and those best led by an experienced outfitter. The guide is designed to appeal to parents traveling with children, families traveling with grandparents, and grandparents traveling with grandchildren.

Activities for families in New Mexico abound and include a mix of enjoying nature, learning about natural history, and adventure sports. Hiking, biking, paddling, horseback riding, water play, camping, skiing, sledding, rockhounding, wildlife watching, fishing, climbing, and outdoor cultural activities are all included.

All kids are different. Some kids like the outdoors, some kids don’t. Some kids spend their time outdoors observing colors, sounds, and smells, interested by everything around them. Other kids stay in the car or tent playing with their phone and rarely notice their surroundings. So, if you want to enjoy family outdoor adventures, plan for the kids first. Family trips are about them first and only then about you. The key to a great trip is a healthy respect for the needs and interests of your children when exploring the outdoors. Below are some basic rules of thumb to make your trip fun and rewarding.

Choosing the Right Trip

Choosing an adventure that is too difficult for your children (or yourselves) is an exercise in frustration for everyone. Read descriptions carefully and make sure they are a match for your family’s ability. If you are uncertain how far children, grandparents, or you, for that matter, can go or how long they will last, better to choose something short and easy, or take a small bite out of a bigger adventure to start. Better to linger and enjoy each other’s company rather than listen to complaining and whimpering. Try also to match your children’s interests with an outing’s particular attractions, whether they like more active adventures such as rock climbing or swimming or prefer a quiet walk through a field of wildflowers.

Bring Cool Trail Gear

All you really need for any nature expedition is interest and enthusiasm. However, bringing along an adventure pack filled with fun trail gear will help keep your children engaged along the way. Creating an adventure pack with your children before you head out can be part of the joy of outdoor adventures. Packing materials for simple projects like bark or stone rubbings brings a welcome diversion for kids who need a break. Consider including:

binoculars (7 × 35 power is good for watching birds)

a camera

a penknife, multitool, or scissors

a magnifying glass

small field guides

a notebook

pens, pencils, colored pencils, and an eraser

walking sticks

For siblings, make sure each has their own adventure pack (with exactly the same stuff) and hiking sticks.

Relax

Enjoying outdoor adventures with children is about enjoying the process, the small achievements, the discoveries you’ll share, and being outside together. Save the peak bagging and rushing rapids for special occasions (or for when they are teenagers). The rewards of sharing positive experiences with your children in nature will last a lifetime and build a foundation for your next trip.

Wilderness Ethics

Over millennia, every ecosystem works toward a balance where every species has its role or niche in the place. Missteps that lead to the loss of species can tip that balance into a swift decline. No matter how much we love the wild places we visit, our way of being in the wilderness can contribute to that decline if we are not careful.

The practice of wilderness ethics and Leave No Trace can help us to leave a place better than when we found it and teach our kids to do the same. Everyone should have access to our rivers, mountains, and deserts and be able to find peace and even healing in those places. But in order for future visitors to experience the same beauty that we do, and for wildlife and wildflowers to continue to thrive, it’s important for us to minimize our impact and leave the wilderness intact.

The basic principles are as follows:

Take only pictures.

Carry out your trash and others’.

Don’t leave anything permanent.

If you build it, take it down.

Obey rules of parks, monuments, preserves, etc.

Do not feed the animals.

Know how to protect and respect wildlife.

Let wildflowers flourish.

Stay on the trail.

Prepare for the weather and elements.

To learn more, visit www.lnt.org.

Resources for Equity in the Outdoors

Access to the outdoors is a basic human right, yet historically, many communities of color were excluded from outdoor spaces and recreation. Even today, many still face discrimination and underrepresentation in the outdoors, as well as higher barriers to getting outside. For example, low-income communities (which are often communities of color) tend to be situated in areas devoid of safe parks and green spaces, and many don’t have access to transportation to get away, the luxury of being able to take time off to get outside, or the disposable income to buy hiking, camping, and other outdoor gear. We can collectively work to change this and to make the outdoors a more diverse place that is welcoming, inclusive, and accessible to all—a place that better reflects the diversity of our state and our country.

NEW MEXICO OUTDOOR EQUITY FUND helps fund outdoor recreation and education programs for low-income youth, allowing them to engage with their cultural traditions and learn about climate and the environment. Small grants help local governments, Native American communities, and nonprofits run their own outdoor recreation and education programs.
www.nmoutside.com

OUTDOOR AFRO helps people, particularly Black people, equitably reconnect with the natural world through outdoor recreation. Their national network includes groups in nearly 30 states, where trained volunteer leaders facilitate activities such as hiking, biking, camping, environmental education, conservation stewardship, and more.
www.outdoorafro.com

LATINO OUTDOORS is a Latinx-led organization that is breaking down real and perceived barriers to the outdoors by inspiring, connecting, and engaging Latino communities while ensuring their history, heritage, and leadership are valued and represented.
www.latinooutdoors.org

MELANIN BASECAMP is ground zero for promoting diversity in outdoor adventure sports. As a relatively new organization founded in 2016, they are already doing amazing work to raise the visibility of Black, Brown, Asian, Indigenous, and queer people of color in the outdoors.
www.melaninbasecamp.com

NATIVE WOMEN’S WILDERNESS is a nonprofit that is inspiring and raising the voices of Native women in the outdoors. They provide education about the beauty and heritage of their ancestral lands.
www.nativewomenswilderness.org

DIVERSIFY OUTDOORS is a coalition of social media influencers sharing information and promoting diversity in outdoor spaces. They promote equity and access to the outdoors for all bodies, skills, and ages.
www.diversifyoutdoors.com

How to Use This Guide

This guide is geared toward families: parents and grandparents traveling with kids of all ages that want to make spending time in the outdoors the central focus of their vacations together. The book is organized around weekend adventures in all seasons. You won’t find reviews of resorts or restaurants or ski areas, however. You will find suggestions for great hikes, wildlife viewing areas, floating trips, rock climbing, camping, backpacking, and the occasional RV park (I acknowledge that sleeping on the ground gets harder the older you get). Locations that are accessible to people with disabilities are marked with this symbol: [image: Image].

As the fifth largest state in the union, New Mexico is a state of just over 2 million people on 121,590 square miles of land. That’s to say, there is a lot of open space here to be enjoyed. Almost 23 million acres are public land. The Bureau of Land Management is the major land manager, followed by the National Forest, National Parks, State Parks, etc.
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Bisti/De-Na-Zin Wilderness



Outdoor recreation is a 9-billion-dollar industry in New Mexico, providing nearly unlimited options for how to spend your time in the outdoors. And still, New Mexico is a down-home state. Some of our facilities are state of the art, but many are intimate, casual, and a little quirky. Not everything is handed to you in New Mexico; it can take a bit of planning to enjoy the enormous wide-open spaces, but that’s the unique charm of New Mexico. My family likes it that way, and we hope you will too.




GETTING STARTED WITH OUTDOOR ADVENTURES
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Providing children with rich and repeated experiences in nature throughout their childhood will help them develop a lifelong love and appreciation for the natural world. © Sean Fitzgerald



Natural wonders abound in New Mexico, encouraging kids to discover and explore nature throughout the state. All we really need to do as parents is open the doors and let them walk through.

However, doing some research before you go to find out what wildflowers will likely be blooming, what wildlife you might see, or what minerals you might find can add a sense of discovery when you actually encounter them. Also, finding out ahead of time what hikes, biking trails, climbing routes, or paddling opportunities are appropriate for their skill levels will increase the likelihood that your time together outdoors will be a positive one. In this guide, I recommend many opportunities to both discover and play in nature.

Discover Nature

The world our children face is different from the one we as parents grew up in. The next several generations will confront the dire environmental and climate challenges that have become front and center in today’s world. One of the best ways to counter the despair and overwhelm that may come with the knowledge that our world is threatened is to spend time basking in the beauty of nature. In my experience, taking in the magic of a sunset, riding a bike on a dirt path, listening to an elk bugle in the woods, or finding an intricately decorated wildflower tucked into a forest inspires, refreshes, and calms my kids (and myself).

According to Richard Louv, author of Last Child in the Woods, the desire to connect with animals and plants is an innate need for kids. Providing children with rich and repeated experiences in nature throughout their childhood will help them develop a lifelong love and appreciation for the natural world.

How can parents cultivate a love for nature in their kids? Start with sharing your enthusiasm for being in nature, organizing your vacations around experiences in the outdoors, giving them some fun tools like binoculars and butterfly nets, playing outside, and discovering together what is right in front of us.

Birdwatching with Kids

There are a lot of good reasons for sharing the world of birds with children. First of all, a love of birds gets kids outdoors, and that’s a good place for kids (and all of us) to be. An interest in birds can be a child’s first step to falling in love with biology and the other sciences. Also, a love of birds may spill over into a desire to protect the wild spaces in which birds live. Keep it fun. Children are active and like to involve all their senses. See if your kids can mimic the honk of a Canada goose or the dance of a sandhill crane. If you find a feather, enjoy the tactile experience of it. If you find an old, abandoned nest, let them touch it, but leave it where you found it, as some birds reuse their nests.

Really engage with a child’s questions: How do birds fly? (Bernoulli’s principle.) What do crows eat? (A surprisingly large menu of things.) Are those robins fighting or playing? (Let’s ask them!) Don’t be afraid to say you don’t know, but show them how to find the answers to their questions in books, on the internet, or by observing. To study up on birds’ unique behavior before you head out with your kids, visit Cornell’s All About Birds website (www.allaboutbirds.org) or pick up a laminated pocket guide like Birds of the Southwest by Stan Tekiela. A field guide will help you learn the birds’ names. It’s like having an expert by your side so you’ll know what you’re seeing.


Sit Spot

The idea is simple: find a place outside and simply sit down, relax, and just observe. Try getting out of your head and dropping into your senses and consciously look/listen/observe what’s happening around you. Notice the squirrels. Watch the birds feeding in the brush and wonder about why they suddenly fly up to a higher branch. What are they doing? What plants and trees are blooming right now? How are these patterns affecting an insect’s life? There’s a whole world to discover out there, and each new observation is stimulation for your mind. A sit spot can help us recalibrate our minds and develop our natural intelligence.

It’s also the simplest way to cultivate naturalist skills like animal tracking, bird language, knowledge of plants, and wilderness survival. Throughout human history, almost all of our sensory stimulation came from cultivating a deep knowledge of birds, plants, trees, animal tracking, wilderness survival skills, and the stories of our elders. Humans are able to tap into their intelligence, emotional openness, and creativity when we are sensorily connected to nature.

Often, sit spots are places you return to regularly over the course of the seasons, so you become aware of the changes and movements of nature. Sit spots can also be a relaxing and interesting activity during family outdoor adventures. Make it part of your family experience each time you plan a trip.



Really little kids like seeing birds that are numerous and easy to find, such as gulls at the beach, pigeons at your local city monument, or chickadees in parks. Ducks are another easy-to-spot option for small children. For parents who want to show their small children more unusual or elusive species, visit a zoo or humane wildlife park. We took our owl-obsessed son to our local wildlife rehabilitation center so he wouldn’t think owls only exist in magical movies.

Older kids enjoy more challenging “bird hunts.” When you go birdwatching with kids, show them that it’s like being a detective or a ninja. To not scare away the birds, you have to move through the forest or meadow stealthily. So, how quiet can you be? Can you creep across the forest floor? Can you use gestures to communicate with each other silently? It’s also helpful if you wear clothes that camouflage you. You get to use binoculars or a spotting scope. Birdwatching is an exciting adventure!

Binoculars can be very hard for young children to learn how to use. Kids also have trouble looking through spotting scopes. If your child is advanced enough to use binoculars, show them how to use them by asking kids to read signs at varying distances. Start with the closest and move farther away until they can hold the barrels steady and turn the focus wheel. Once those basics are down, play I Spy to have them find smaller objects.

RESOURCES FOR BIRDWATCHING IN NEW MEXICO

Tekiela, Stan. Birds of New Mexico. Adventure Publications, 2003.

Tekiela, Stan. Birds of the Southwest. Adventure Quick Guides, 2014.

New Mexico Game and Fish’s Southwest

New Mexico Birding Trail: www.wildlife.state.nm.us/recreation/birding

New Mexico Ornithological Society Bird Finding Guide: www.nmbirds.org

New Mexico Tourism Department’s Northeast Region Interactive Birding Map: www.newmexico.org

Randall Davey Audubon Center and Sanctuary (Santa Fe): (505) 983-4609, randalldavey.audubon.org

Sangre de Cristo Audubon Society: (505) 988-1708, www.audubonsantafe.org

Visit Albuquerque’s “Birding at Three Elevations in Albuquerque”: www.visitalbuquerque.org

BEST BIRDWATCHING SITES FOR KIDS

3.Randall Davey Audubon Center and Sanctuary (page 24)

22.Pajarito Environmental Education Center (page 52)

29.Rio Grande Nature Center State Park (page 67)

33.Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge (page 72)

47.Mills Canyon/Kiowa National Grasslands (page 95)

62.Riverside Nature Center (page 122)

73.Bitter Lake National Wildlife Refuge (page 142)

81.Gila Riparian Preserve (page 162)

Wildlife Viewing and Tracking

“The earth is a manuscript, being written and unwritten every day,” wrote John Stokes, master wildlife tracker who offers outdoor tracking courses through the Tracking Project in New Mexico (thetrackingproject.org). Learning to distinguish the tracks of different animals is like learning the letters of the alphabet. A word comes together by reading the movement of the animal from its tracks: Which way was it headed? How fast was it moving? With time and practice, tracks combine with signs on the landscape like scat, animal trails, rubs on a tree, and chewed branches to make paragraphs and then complete books. Tracking allows us to enter the world of animals, to be able to read the books of their lives on the landscape, and to be able to know an animal without disturbing it. Kids, and adults alike, can become enchanted with nature in the process of learning to spot animal signs and understand what they mean.

One of the first things a tracker learns is where to look for animals. Throughout this book, I’ve included mention of the wildlife you might expect to see at any given location. Wildlife can be notoriously elusive, however. As any experienced guide will tell you, seeing them depends on the weather, the season, and the luck of each person. The best times to view wildlife are typically early in the morning and late in the afternoon/evening when they are on the move.

RESOURCES FOR WILDLIFE TRACKING

These field guides will help you get started learning to recognize animal signs on the landscape.

Dinets, Vladimir. Peterson Field Guide to Finding Mammals in North America. Houghton Mifflin, 2015.

Halfpenny, James C. Scats and Tracks of the Rocky Mountains. Falcon Guide, 2001.

Murie, Olaus J., and Mark Elbroch. Peterson Field Guide to Animal Tracks. Houghton Mifflin, 2005.

Stall, Chris. Animal Tracks of the Southwest. Mountaineers Books, 1990.

BEST WILDLIFE VIEWING SITES FOR KIDS

14.Rio Grande del Norte National Monument (page 40)

18.Valle Vidal Wildlife Management Unit (page 47)

25.Valles Caldera National Preserve (page 57)

33.Bosque del Apache National Wildlife Refuge (page 72)

48.Charette Lakes Wildlife Area (page 97)

49.Sugarite Canyon State Park (page 97)

57.Wild Spirit Wolf Sanctuary (page 116)

77.Snow Lake/Gila National Forest (page 151)

Play in Nature

Studies show that spending time in nature is beneficial to our physical and mental health. Among other things, it improves blood pressure, helps lift depression, reduces stress, and boosts short-term memory. Ample, unstructured time outdoors provides kids with the opportunity to experiment with activities such as climbing trees and jumping over streams, and this gives them increased confidence, creative problem-solving skills, gross motor skills, and flexibility. A “wild child” has a greater ability to concentrate and develops an academic edge. Introducing your kids to outdoor adventure sports early can have positive results, and maybe you’ll find a new hobby too.

Hiking

Choose hikes that will appeal to children. Adults enjoy scenery, but often kids need something more to keep them going. Waterfalls, creeks, climbing rocks and boulders, caves, insects, signs of wildlife, wildflowers, signs of ancient peoples—these are the things that appeal to children on the trails. For older kids, the challenge of a summit might do it. The recommended hikes in this book were selected with these things in mind—that something extra for the kiddos.

MOTIVATION

There are numerous ways to motivate children. For some, regular stops to enjoy their favorite snacks or drinks is enough. For others, it’s the promise of a waterfall or picnic at your destination. For others, encouraging good-natured competition with siblings or peers can do the trick. When a child’s motivation wears thin, distraction can be the best solution. Songs, scavenger hunts along the trail, and stories can energize a sluggish child.

POSITIVE REINFORCEMENT

I learned the hard way while hiking with my first child that getting upset when they are too tired or unmotivated to continue ruins the experience for everyone. Scolding him didn’t improve his performance; it only made us both unhappy and turned him off from anything remotely resembling hiking for years to come. I’ve been undoing that hike for years. Praise your children for all their achievements in the outdoors. Refrain from criticism if children disappoint you. Positive reinforcement is essential to building a base of good feelings about outdoor adventures.
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