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LIFESTYLE TRAVEL

Not Santa Fe. Not Taos. Why Albuquerque Is the
New Mexico Trip to Put on Your Bucket List.

Most visitors to the state make a beeline to the tourist towns of Santa Fe and Taos. But a former
resident argues that New Mexico’s misunderstood big city is every bit as dynamic—and deserving of a

stop.
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The interior walls at the Frontier Restaurant are covered with Old West art and John Wayne memorabilia.

In 2001, when I told friends I was quitting my job to move from New York City to Albuquerque, I

got some quizzical looks. Wasn’t that where Bugs Bunny made his wrong turn?

For most visitors to New Mexico, a stop in Albuquerque has long been a necessity not a choice:

The city’s “Sunport” is the region’s primary air hub. Destinations with cachet lay farther north—

tony Santa Fe, the state’s rhinestone-cowboy capital, or Taos, the high-desert outpost famous for

luring boho legends like D.H. Lawrence and Dennis Hopper. Albuquerque ranks low on most

travelers’ to-do lists, even after its starring role in the series “Breaking Bad” and hundreds of

millions of investment from Netflix, including a 108-acre production facility.

Those visitors are missing out. Unlike Santa Fe, where the tourist trade has fostered a Disneyfied

air, a century of urban boom and bust has helped the Duke City retain its dynamic authenticity.

The years I spent living there (and a few return trips since) have made me a stalwart admirer of

Albuquerque’s singularly American mixture of beauty and grit.

The Sandia Peak Tramway is the longest aerial tram in the U.S.

So when my husband and I sought a family getaway this spring, the city’s sunny skies,

unpretentious affordability and proximity to kid-friendly excursions like Petroglyph National

Monument made revisiting a no-brainer.

Perched at an elevation of 5,312 feet and bounded on one side by the rugged Sandia Mountains

and the Cottonwood-shaded banks of the Rio Grande on the other, Albuquerque is as sprawling

as its wide-ranging cultural history. People have inhabited its site for millennia, and the roots of

the city’s Native American and Latino communities unfurl back through generations—a legacy

celebrated in two of the city’s treasures: the National Hispanic Cultural Center and the Indian

Pueblo Cultural Center.

From 1937 to 1985, Albuquerque’s main east-west thoroughfare, Central Avenue, served as an

essential stretch of Route 66. It still hosts one of the country’s best-preserved arrays of neon

signs and midcentury motels—some now rehabbed and guest-ready. Recent decades have also

welcomed a popular minor league baseball park (my son now boasts a complete Albuquerque

Isotopes wardrobe); a light rail and redeveloped rail yard (complete with bustling farmers

market); a thriving craft-brewing scene; and a growing movement to protect the town’s

important Modernist sites, including a one-of-a-kind mural by designer Alexander Girard.

Perhaps no place defies the city’s rough stereotypes more than our temporary home base: Los

Poblanos Historic Inn & Organic Farm, a 25-acre homestead turned four-star hotel in the leafy

Los Ranchos de Albuquerque neighborhood on the city’s western fringe. It was originally

designed in 1932 by John Gaw Meem, one of the region’s foremost architects. Opened as an inn in

1999, it has 45 luxury guest rooms (from $342 a night), a spa, an acclaimed locavore restaurant

and an Instagram-ready boutique that’s nirvana for souvenir shoppers.

For a bird’s-eye view into the Chihuahuan Desert, including the sacred Three Sisters volcanoes to

the West, book a ticket on the 2.7 mile Sandia Peak Tramway, the longest aerial tram in the U.S.

Round-trip fare is $34 for adults, but hardy sorts can hike down one of the many well-marked

trails.

Afterward, refuel with a carne adovada burrito, a New Mexican specialty featuring chunks of

pork simmered in red chile. Locals bicker over where to find the best version, but my forever

favorite comes from a hole-in-the-wall called Acapulco Taco on Wyoming Boulevard. Another

must-stop: Frontier Restaurant—a 24-hour University of New Mexico landmark beloved for its

cinnamon rolls, green-chile stew and collection of John Wayne-related art. Can’t bear another

greasy spoon? The new indigenous-owned restaurant Itality Plant Based Foods serves vegan

dishes made entirely from pre-conquest ingredients, and the seasonal fine-dining fare at Mesa

Provisions earned a James Beard nomination in 2024.

The American International Rattlesnake Museum in Albuquerque’s colonial-era Old Town

topped my son’s must-dos, but you needn’t be a 13-year-old boy to get a thrill from the homespun

herpetology center’s exhibits. If you find sterling silver more exciting than venomous snakes,

head to the nearby Palms Trading Company for well-priced Native American jewelry.

On our last morning, equipped with loaner bikes from Los Poblanos, we ventured out early to

cruise the Paseo del Bosque Trail, a rolling path skirting the Rio Grande from Albuquerque’s

northern terminus to the south. Roadrunners rustled in the brush and a cluster of rainbow-hued

hot air balloons bobbed in a breeze overhead. The moment was magical. And all ours.

A family gathers at sunset on the banks of the Rio Grande.

Diners at Indian Pueblo Kitchen, an acclaimed restaurant inside the Indian Pueblo Cultural Center.

Advertisement

From top: The entrance to the greenhouse at Los Poblanos Historic Inn & Organic Farm; guests by the pool; behind the bar at Campo, the on-site restaurant.
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From left: The Frontier Restaurant has been a local landmark for more than 50 years; one of the spot’s famed warm cinnamon rolls.

Two of the living exhibits at the American International Rattlesnake Museum.

SHARE YOUR THOUGHTS

What travel tips do you have for Albuquerque? Join the conversation below.

MORE IN OFF DUTY TRAVEL

The Ultimate American Summer Adventure? Exploring the Adirondacks by Canoe.

Leave San Francisco Behind. 3 Great Day Trips to Take This Summer.

Four Friends, Five States, One RV. What Could Possibly Go Wrong?

A Trail-Tested Packing List for Your Outdoor Summer Adventures

Is That Hotel Too Young for You?
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