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At Petroglyph
National Monument

by Dave Gibson 

Known as the “Land of

Enchantment,” New Mexico has

much to offer adventurer travelers.

Fishing, hiking, camping, biking,

rafting, and skiing are staple activ-

ities for the 2 million residents and

visitors alike. Santa Fe is a destina-

tion unto itself, and laid back Taos

is a “new-age” Mecca. Old

Spanish missions and Pueblo ruins

bring an appreciation for the past

and make for great exploring. One

of my favorite activities while vis-

iting the state is photographing

petroglyphs. Petroglyphs (literally

meaning “rock carvings”) are

images chiseled into patina rock

usually of great antiquity created

by Native Americans. Two of the

best locations to view petroglyphs

in New Mexico, and indeed in the

entire southwest, are: Petroglyph

National Monument in

Albuquerque, and Three Rivers

Petroglyph Site fifty miles north of

Alamorgordo. As always, much

care should be taken when visiting

these sacred sites.

Petroglyph National Monument

lies within a 17 mile long escarp-

ment named “West Mesa.” It came

into existence 110 thousand years

ago when lava flows formed cones 

and erupted. Most of the petro-

glyphs or rock art was rendered on

south and east-facing slopes by

Pueblo peoples circa 1200 – 1600

AD. The artists’ descendents still

use the site today in religious prac-

tices. Some of the petroglyphs,

attributed to hunter-gatherers, date

back three thousand years.

Representations of lizards, birds,

snakes, handprints, anthropo-

morphs (unearthly human forms),

zoomorphs (unearthly animal

forms), and masks are strewn

about the dusky basaltic rocks.

Sometimes the art conforms to the

shape of the boulder or cliff on 

which it sits. One petroglyph of a

face incorporates natural holes in

the rock as the eyes, nose, and

mouth. Shepherds and priests later

left stock brand and crucifix sym-

bols. Boca Negra Canyon has a

short trail with easy access to the

rock art. For a longer walk try

Rinconada Canyon ½ mi. from the

visitor center. It is a good idea to

keep a lookout for rattlesnakes as

one pokes through the rocks in

search of ancient masterpieces.

While petroglyph hunting, I was

amazed at how almost every turn

revealed one to me. 

While suburbia is encroaching on

Petroglyph National Monument,

Three Rivers Petroglyph Site, in

south-central New Mexico, is

about as far removed from the city

as it can be. When motoring across

the seemingly endless Chihuahuan

desert, I came upon two fliers,

each of which startled me. One

was a roadrunner which flew up

from the road that I, as a northern-

er, first mistook for a turkey! The 

other was a Stealth Bomber speed-

ing silently next to the ground like

a large futuristic hawk. It was gone

in an instant! It was on a training

run from nearby White Sands

Missile Range. I was awestruck

and tried to imagine the thoughts a

person from a foreign land might

have upon seeing such a thing. 

There are 21,000 petroglyphs at

the 50 acre Three Rivers

Petroglyph Site. One of the largest

and most concentrated rock art

sites in the United States, habita-

tion of the area traces back ten

thousand years when occupants’

quarry included wooly mammoths.

Jornada Mogollon people settled

there in the shadow of Sierra

Blanca between 900 and 1400 AD.

They are believed to have created

most of the art found there. Ample 

water allowed them to cultivate

corn, beans, and squash. As vital as

water was to the Mogollon, lack of

it may have led to their demise

and/or dispersal. Some of the rock

art depicts clouds, plants, insects,

fish, and turtles. Turtles are com-

mon subjects in Native American

mythology as they are known to

hold the earth up. I was reunited

with the roadrunner - this time

recorded in stone with a snake in

its bill! Geometric designs mixed

with more modern Maltese crosses

abound along the half mile trail.

Another path leads to partially

excavated and rebuilt ruins. An

intriguing petroglyph of a bighorn

sheep with arrows riddling its side

is a particularly fine example of

Indian rock art. It may have been

made to ensure or celebrate a suc-

cessful hunt.

Although speculating on the

meanings behind the petroglyphs

mostly amounts to fanciful conjec-

ture, I am at the very least

“enchanted.”

For more information contact:  

Petroglyhph National Monument

6001 Unser Blvd, NW

Albuquerque, NM, 87120

(505) 899-0205

www.nps.gov/petr

Bureau of Land Management

1800 Marquess St.

Las Cruces, NM, 88005-3370

(575) 525-4300

www.blm.gov/nm 
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