
The Jemez mountains have al-
ways seemed a little mysterious to 

me. Their ochre rust color seems sur-
real, particularly at dusk as you wearily 
make your way back to Albuquerque 
after a long day of wonderment in the 
mountains. Itõs your imagination, you 
think, as the colors fade to shades of 
gray with the passing of the sun. Its 
magical.

No wonder then, that these moun-
tains are home to one of our favorite 
hikes... a wandering, ever-changing 
trail through the Santa Fe National For-
est to a deliciously warm hot-springs. 
Perhaps one day Iõll discover how they 
came by the name of McCauley, but for 
now, thatõs just part of the mystery.

Our familyõs journey from Albuquer-
que to McCauley involves an entire 
day and a picnic lunch by the springs. 
We leave reasonably early, for it is an a 
hour and a half drive through Bernalillo 
and the hamlet of Jemez Springs. And 
we try not to dilly-dally along the way. 
If itõs one of your þrst few trips through 
the Jemez you may þnd this difþcult. 

Once you make it past all of the al-
luring stops, you will face one þnal difþ-
culty... choosing a trailhead. There are 
two, donõt you see, one at each end 
of the 4-mile trail. And the springs sit 
squarely in the middle. Each trailhead 
has its own enchantment and in the 
end I believe youõll want to try both.

The þrst trailhead youõll come 
to, and perhaps for that reason the 

most popular, is at the Battleship Rock 
picnic ground. This well-trodden trail 
heads east for a ways along one fork 
of the river with one notable narrow 
squeeze between a boulder and the 
river where you may get your feet wet if 
the river is high. If you are traveling with 
kids or a dog, or if you yourself are a kid 
or a dog, you may have trouble getting 
through this part quickly. Donõt even try. 
Make a few stops. Throw a few rocks. 
Climb a few boulders and remember 
to get your bandana wet, particularly 

if itõs a warm day, 
for youõre about to 
head uphill.

When the trail þ-
nally veers left and 
begins its switch-
back ascent, say 
goodbye to the 
Jemez because 
youõre done with 
water until you 
reach the springs 
in a mile and a 
half. The climb is 
enjoyable, up and 
over rock piles, 
exposed roots, 
and decaying grandfather trees. If itõs 
been wet lately, the trail can be pretty 
sloppy. The climb is a little more ardu-
ous with a few pounds of mud stuck to 
your boots. 

Remember to stop, turn, and look 
back once in a while. Since you left it, 
the river has disappeared and become 
only a diminishing rumble in the dis-
tance, but there is one þnal spot where 
you can see it sparkling far, far below.  

After the switchbacks, the trail levels 
out somewhat, though itõs still ascend-
ing. Now youõre traveling through old 
forests strewn haphazardly with huge 
boulders and towering pines. At one 
point thereõs a monstrous granite slab 
that looks as if it were poured there. 
Try to imagine the ancient forces that 
formed that behemoth. There are also 
rings of rocks here and there that may 
or may not be remnants of prior peo-
ples. Whatever they are, they certainly 
make my mind wander back in time.

Finally, you descend a slight hill and 
þnd yourself approaching a small pond. 
This is it. McCauley. The source of the 
hot springs is gurgling up out of the 
bottom of that pond. 

The second trailhead (about 8 
miles farther along Route 4, though 

Iõve never measured it) is down at the 
end of the gravel road that leads to the 

Jemez Falls campground and trailhead 
parking lot. Youõll head west on the trail 
at the end of the wooden fence and 
immediately come to a signed fork in 
the trail. Take the left fork toward the 
falls. This is a dead-end side trail which 
youõll have to retrace, but itõs only a 
quarter mile to the falls and well worth 
the time. See if you can get past the 
obvious climbing rock to the right of the 
trail without stopping. We couldnõt.

Now, I am not going to belabor the 
beauty of the falls. Iõll leave that to the 
poets. Like many people I guess, I love 
water falls and these are very, very 
nice. But donõt just stop at the railing. 
Go on down and stand at the top of the 
falls. Then mosey on along up river and 
youõll be rewarded with a second falls. 

Thereõs a danger here though, that 
I must warn you about. If youõre not 
careful, youõll end up spending too 
much time here... neglecting your true 
hot-spring-soaking goal. So drag your-
self back out to the fork and head west 
toward McCauley. Once again, youõre 
done with water till you get there. Did 
you remember to soak your head and/
or your bandana back at the falls?

Unlike the other end of the trail which 
ascends to the springs, this trail de-
scends. Rather quickly. After a brief 
stretch of gentle decline through pine 
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