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INTRODUCTION

Since the early days of film, New Mexico has hosted hundreds of productions. This book showcases the diverse locations used throughout the state, from the Bisti Badlands to the Old Main State Penitentiary.

New Mexico has been a desirable Western landscape since the early twentieth century. Films like Cowboy, Billy Jack, True Grit, Death Valley, and dozens of other titles used the spare desert for adventure and intrigue. That started to change in the 1960s with Lonely are the Brave. The film featured Kirk Douglas as an old cowboy shooing away modern society. It not only featured Western locations but also urban areas, including a stream of traffic on Route 66 near Albuquerque. The movie showed what modern-day producers see in New Mexico: unique landscapes like White Sands National Monument and Spaceport America as well as the downtown centers of Las Cruces, Las Vegas, Santa Fe, Madrid, Deming, and Albuquerque, home of the Breaking Bad series.

Today, New Mexico is at the cusp of a new century in film. With leadership from Governor Michelle Lujan Grisham, New Mexico’s film incentives are the most competitive in the United States. The state has welcomed production crews, actors, and other film crew with its ideal climate, which features more than three hundred days of sunshine.

Producers used to come to New Mexico because it fit the script. Today, they come for the year-round high-quality production environment, the many locations, and the professional studios and stages that can suit any story.

Alicia J. Keyes CABINET SECRETARY / NEW MEXICO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT
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A LOCATIONS SCOUT
TELLS ALL

Like many other forward-thinking entrepreneurs and artists of the time, my family migrated to New Mexico in the 1930s. They hoped to escape economic depression and find new opportunity for expression in a land of light and clarity. New Mexico has historically been known as the perfect artist’s palette. With similar artistic aspirations, early filmmakers were drawn to the dramatic locations found in New Mexico’s high desert plateau.

Filmmakers continue to be drawn to the wide variety of locations New Mexico has to offer, from gritty truck stops to pristine wilderness and residential locations in the lowest to highest income brackets; from contemporary architectural masterpieces to humble adobe homes; barrios to boardrooms; crack houses to castles; and mountain passes to muddy back alleys.

As a film scout, I have grown to appreciate the purity and honesty of New Mexican locations. They are sometimes breathtakingly beautiful, not always pretty, but always real. What you see is what you get.

Currently, economic incentives have brought many projects to New Mexico that don’t need a place with character as much as they require a working environment with excellent infrastructure, crew, and government and public support. As a result New Mexico has been asked to stand in for other locales. I have been asked to show locations in New Mexico that could pose as Arizona, Colorado, Louisiana, Mexico, Nevada, Texas, Afghanistan, and other parts of the Middle East. These are perhaps not as big a stretch as shows that have filmed New Mexico as Berlin, Boston, Hawaii, Nairobi, New York, Philadelphia, Tehran, and the most unbelievable—Paris. The state is accommodating but not wholly comfortable with these kinds of dress-up games. She instead shines brightest as herself—an eclectic, multicultural, economically diverse, high desert masterpiece. New Mexico locations are strong enough to stand alone as their own characters in storytelling.

Many authors, both past and present, “get” New Mexico and have incorporated the state as its own unique place in their scripts. She can be a harsh and unforgiving background for Westerns both contemporary and classic. Or she can be a sleepy, dusty backdrop for that most human of stories. She offers a clarion, pristine sky filled with billowing clouds to envelope whatever an imagination has to illustrate.

But it isn’t easy. If the ever-changing weather doesn’t knock a production on its ass, then the blistering stillness will. Filmmaking in New Mexico is not for the faint of heart. And for the audiences who enjoy the end results, all are certain to share my affection for this most unique of locations.

Cyndy McCrossen LOCATIONS SCOUT




A NOTE ON FILMS
AND TELEVISION SHOWS

Beginning in 1897, filmmakers have descended en masse to New Mexico. Thousands of films, television shows, and shorts have featured the state’s dramatic landscape and its unique architecture. All in all, there have been far too many projects made in New Mexico to mention them all in this volume. Even the filmography in the back of this book is not intended to be comprehensive.

Prior to 2003, it was somewhat easier to keep track of New Mexico productions. The introduction of an incentive package by Governor Gary Johnson and the expansion made by Governor Bill Richardson ushered in an explosion in the craft. Similar programs in other states, as well as Canada, all but guaranteed an era of “runaway productions” in which studios moved their shows out of Los Angeles and sought rebates in other states and other countries. In New Mexico, the program proved so successful that almost every year since its beginning, hundreds of films have shot in the Land of Enchantment.

Alongside the explosion in Hollywood filmmaking, advancements in technology over the past thirty years opened up the medium for many. Digital film cameras became a viable and often inexpensive alternative to celluloid. Consumer editing programs made their way to the home computer. Today, most modern cell phones are capable of filming and editing. Consequently, taking full measure of all the films created and produced in New Mexico would be almost impossible.

In this book, I have focused on projects that are representative of a certain locations and on some films and television shows with avid fan bases. I’ve also tried to bring up films that I believe are worth watching or considering. I worked on many of the projects detailed in the following pages and bring them up because I have firsthand knowledge.
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Ad for Sundown (1941). Courtesy of the Paul Andrew Hutton Collection and United Artists.
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Lobby card for The Rounders (1965). Courtesy of the Paul Andrew Hutton Collection and Metro-Goldwyn Mayer.



If any of the New Mexico films or television shows you admire aren’t mentioned by name, then I encourage you to research it on your own and use the template I’ve provided here to turn your interest into an experience. At the back of this book, you’ll find some suggestions for further reading, which will give you a few of the tools to get started.
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Lobby card for Lonely are the Brave (1962). Courtesy of the Paul Andrew Hutton Collection and Universal Pictures.



HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE

Production crew members usually receive a call sheet and a map prior to each day on set. The call sheet gives details on the day’s work, including what pages of the script will be shot and which cast members are to be included. The map, of course, provides directions to the set. In New Mexico, that’s not always so easy.

Consider this book your call sheet and map to New Mexico’s shooting locations. In these pages you’ll find your way to shooting destinations and discover information on each site’s natural history, human past, and associated films and television shows. I’ve also dropped in some fun activities at each stop.

Each site also has a recommendation for a nearby hotel and restaurant. Many of the businesses listed are frequently used by film and television production companies. Others were suggested to me by New Mexico film workers.

If you’re not sure what to see or where you’re headed, check out the “For Fans of” section for some pointers.
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Bite the Bullet, © 1975 (renewed 2003) by Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Courtesy of Columbia Pictures and the Paul Andrew Hutton Collection.






WHAT TO BRING

Mike Ehrmantrout, the calculating enforcer in the Breaking Bad universe, keeps a “go bag” in his car at the airport. Most production personnel don’t have stacks of cash in a duffle in their car, but they do have a gym bag filled with cold and hot weather gear and plenty of sunscreen. Here’s what to pack for your New Mexico excursion.

The first essential is water. New Mexico is hot, dry, and high. Even in winter, it’s easy to get dehydrated. Some of the sites in this book are remote and don’t have running water on site, so bring water with you.

In the summer, keep a hat around to make the strong sun tolerable. On set, many crew keep a shemagh, or keffiyeh, handy. These Arabian headdresses are great for keeping the dust and sun off your face. A sturdy pair of sunglasses is helpful too.

The late summer brings seasonal afternoon rain showers, locally called monsoons. A lightweight, waterproof jacket is useful to keep on hand, especially because conditions can change fast at high altitude.


RED AND GREEN

In New Mexico, chile is spelled with an e, and it’s everywhere. The Hatch green chile pepper is grown in Southern New Mexico, harvested, roasted, and then put in stew, hamburgers, burritos, and even beer. When dried, the pepper turns red and takes on a slightly stronger flavor. Usually, red pepper is ground. If you want both on your burrito, ask for “Christmas style.”




LISTING CHANGES

We’ve carefully checked all the included businesses and activities, but things can change rapidly in New Mexico, and it’s advisable to check ahead before making plans to travel. Some of the businesses included here are seasonal or run by families and may be subject to shifting schedules.



New Mexico is often confused for its more populous neighbor, Arizona, but you won’t find a single saguaro cactus in the Land of Enchantment, and it’s much colder in the winter. Be aware that Northern New Mexico is often below freezing in the winter. Warm clothes should also have a place in your “go bag.”

If you’re planning on hiking, a backpack and a first-aid kit are mandatory. Maybe throw some antacids in the kit should the green chile in town be a little hot.




PART I

FOR FANS OF . . .
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Assembling in Marvel Studios’ The Avengers (2012). Courtesy of Marvel Studios.



BLOCKBUSTER FILMS

The modern blockbuster period began in the 1970s, marked by the arrival of Jaws and then Star Wars: A New Hope. The minds behind these films worked together on Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, which shot on the Cumbres & Toltec Scenic Railroad (C&TSRR) (see location 19). Steven Spielberg (Jaws) directed this third film in the Indiana Jones tetralogy, while George Lucas (Star Wars) produced it.

Although Harrison Ford was not in the opening scene of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, which filmed on the C&TSRR, he appeared in New Mexico for the tentpole, sci-fi mashup Cowboys & Aliens. Ford matches wits in the film with Daniel Craig, taking a break from his role as James Bond. Craig plays Jake Lonergan, a plainsman struggling with amnesia. As he and Ford are coming to blows, the aliens arrive in the heart of the Western town at Bonanza Creek Ranch (see location 5).

Jon Favreau, hot on the heels of his success with Iron Man, directed Cowboys & Aliens. A few years later he was one of the producers on Marvel Studios’ The Avengers. The film was not only the biggest blockbuster made in New Mexico, but one of the highest-grossing films of all time. The production used the Albuquerque Rail Yards (see location 31) as a secondary studio, and a small section of New York City was built inside.

Christian Bale put down his Batman costume to come to New Mexico and fight androids in Terminator Salvation. The fourth film in the Terminator franchise was shot throughout the state, including a thrilling aerial battle scene over the Rio Grande Gorge Bridge (see location 22).




WESTERN FILMS

The real-life Billy the Kid engineered his most famous escape in Lincoln (see location 40). The small town has changed little since Billy fought his way out of the courthouse and is a must for fans of both the real and fictional Wild West.

Among the many screen renditions of Billy’s life, Young Guns transformed Cerrillos (see location 7) into a rough approximation of Lincoln. Cerrillos is also steeped in its own authentic nineteenth-century mining history.

Not far from Cerrillos, the J. W. Eaves Movie Ranch (see location 6) was a real working cattle ranch until a Western television show arrived. Only a few years later, Eaves was transformed into a nineteenth-century facsimile town, and it has since hosted scores of Westerns.

The red rock cliffs and year-round flow of the Rio Chama (see location 23) give the river a timeless look that Westerns adore. Equally as striking, the white formations at Plaza Blanca (see location 17) are a frequently used backdrop for Westerns.


[image: Image]

The Lincoln County Courthouse, ca. 1933. Courtesy the Historic American Buildings Survey and Wikimedia Commons.
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Dennis Hopper, Peter Fonda, and Jack Nicholson in Easy Rider, © 1969 (renewed 1997) by Columbia Pictures Industries, Inc. All Rights Reserved. Courtesy of Columbia Pictures and the Paul Andrew Hutton Collection.






INDIE FILMS

It wasn’t simply that director and writer Herbert Biberman couldn’t work in the studio system, he was actively blacklisted from it as a result of the House Un-American Activities Committee findings. To make a movie about striking miners near Silver City (see location 44), Biberman founded his own production company and flew against the Hollywood establishment, making him one of the first motion-picture filmmakers to come to New Mexico without studio backing.

When it hit theaters in 1969, Easy Rider challenged the heart of the studio system. On a modest budget, Dennis Hopper made a countercultural masterpiece that portrayed a different vision of the 1960s. Instead of the glossy image of the United States that other period films espoused, Easy Rider’s America was grubby and dirty, a vision that Hopper captured with a relatively small crew and a grab-and-go style of filmmaking that constantly teetered on the brink of disaster. Ultimately, the film went on to gross some $60 million dollars at the box office. It shot partially in Taos Pueblo (see location 21).

After the success of Easy Rider, Hollywood execs opened their hearts and wallets to offbeat films with a countercultural vibe. Monte Hellman, who had previously directed a number of Westerns starring pre-fame Jack Nicholson, got the go ahead to make his own road trip flick in Two-Lane Blacktop. Hellman cast musicians in the lead roles. James Taylor and the Beach Boys’ Dennis Wilson say relatively little, but they own the road and the screen. Taylor picks a fight with a local racer at a burger joint in Santa Fe (see location 2).

At about the same time, actor Tom Laughlin brought his ideas about independent film and independent living to Santa Fe and Bandelier National Monument (see location 13). The film Billy Jack went in and out of studio hands, but it was Laughlin himself who ultimately figured out how best to distribute the film. His experiments with a wide, “four-wall” (or fully booked theater) release of the film paid huge dividends. The film was a hit.

Some decades later, director Allison Anders, a rising star in Hollywood, brought Gas Food Lodging to Deming (see location 46). Star Fairuza Balk won an Independent Spirit Award for her acting in this film.




FILM HISTORY

Only a few years after they invented a primitive motion-picture camera, employees of the Edison Manufacturing Company arrived at Isleta Pueblo (see location 32) to record students at the local school. The result was Indian Day School, the first motion picture made in New Mexico.

Just over a decade later, pioneering filmmakers made Las Vegas, New Mexico (see location 25), the studio hub of the Southwest. Romaine Fielding and Tom Mix shot reel after reel of silent film here, a few of which still survive. Both men were early stars of the medium.

Neither could compete with D. W. Griffith for fame, though. Griffith shot A Pueblo Legend at Isleta a few years before he forever changed film history with The Birth of a Nation. Griffith and his brother, R. E., invested their own money in filmmaking in New Mexico by building a hotel in Gallup (see location 39). The El Rancho Hotel, they reasoned, would be a convenient staging area for Western producers who wanted to capture the scenic region on film.
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Director/actor Tom Mix (1919). Courtesy of the Library of Congress.






OUTDOOR RECREATION

In the winter, Ski Santa Fe (see location 11) offers a good mix of novice and expert runs. In the summer, nearby trails offer incredible views and relief from the heat. The same can be said of the Sandia Mountains (see location 27) bordering Albuquerque. Both provide mountainous scenery in easy driving distance.

Los Alamos (see location 14), best known as the home of the Manhattan Project during World War II, is also surrounded by verdant peaks that are great for hiking. There are trails throughout the Valles Caldera (see location 15) and in the surrounding Jemez Mountains, which will look familiar to fans of the television show Longmire.
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Kirk Douglas with the Sandia Mountains in the background in Lonely are the Brave (1962). Courtesy of the Paul Andrew Hutton Collection and Universal Pictures.






PART II

SANTA FE AREA
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Arnold Schwarzenegger and Danny DeVito in front of the Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi in Twins (1988). Courtesy of Universal Pictures.
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SANTA FE PLAZA AND DOWNTOWN SANTA FE

The heart of New Mexico is also at the center of many films and television shows.

Officially the second capital of Spanish New Mexico, Santa Fe was founded in 1610 by Don Pedro de Peralta. The Spanish colonists built a secure plaza and fort that soon became the center of local activity. The colonists also built a seat for their officials, which they called the Palace of the Governors (105 West Palace Ave, Santa Fe, NM, 87501; 505-476-5100, nmhistorymuseum.org). The building is still standing and is now a museum administered by the State of New Mexico. The Palace is attached to the New Mexico History Museum (113 Lincoln Ave, Santa Fe, NM, 87501; 505-476-5200, nmhistorymuseum.org), which features information on the state’s past.

In 1821, Santa Fe, along with the rest of Nueva España, passed into Mexican control. Soon thereafter, the city became the terminus of the Santa Fe Trail and an important trading hub in the Southwest. The Trail itself stretched eight hundred miles from Santa Fe to Independence, Missouri, where it met up with a variety of other land and water routes. Manufactured goods flowed west, and furs flowed east. The Trail was short-lived, however, and all but ended when the United States took control of New Mexico in 1848. The Plaza and activity around the Palace of Governors began to shrink as permanent Territorial-era buildings were constructed on all sides.

Santa Fe quieted until the railroad arrived in 1880 and brought with it waves of tourists. Visitors craved an exotic Southwest flavor, and over the next few decades many buildings adopted a Spanish and Pueblo Revival style of architecture, cementing the look of the “City Different,” as Santa Fe has come to be called, in adobe mud.

Now one of the oldest cities in North America, Santa Fe is the crown jewel of New Mexico. It’s the epicenter of tourism in the state and home to a surprising number of museums. The Georgia O’Keeffe Museum (217 Johnson Street, Santa Fe, NM, 87501; 505-946-1000, okeeffemuseum.org) celebrates the painter and made a brief appearance in Breaking Bad. The New Mexico Museum of Art (107 West Palace Avenue, Santa Fe, NM, 87501; 505-476-5072, nmartmuseum.org) has a collection that focuses on art from the state. Off the Plaza, Museum Hill (710 Camino Lejo off Old Santa Fe Trail, Santa Fe, NM, 87505; 505-476-1269, museumhill.net) is a collection of museums gathered around a sculpture garden.

Santa Fe Plaza itself, once an alfalfa farm, is now a carefully maintained park, often filled with musicians and Native American artists selling their wares. Several major events draw tens of thousands of people to the Plaza each year. The Southwestern Association for Indian Arts organizes the annual Santa Fe Indian Market (swaia.org) every August. The event is the largest of its kind in the world. Every autumn
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