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Volcanoes in Your Backyard

Itôs difficult for me to put a 
number on the many times Iôve 
looked over at  Albuquerqueôs 

western horizon and noticed the three 
volcanos standing there so prominently, 
particularly at sunset when the flames of 
another dying day light the sky behind 
them. The image seems to rekindle the 
ancient fires and I can almost see the 
molten lava slathering down the cones as 
it must have done so long ago. Iôd look at 
them, and wonder about them, and thrill 
in their majesty. Finally, it occurred to me 
that one might be able to hike up those 
mysterious peaks.

With that in mind, my two sons, 
our dog and I loaded up in the jeep and 
headed over to the west side seeking 
access. We ended up on Paseo Del Vulcan 
headed north from I-40, poking and 
prodding our way east onto numerous 
ruts and roads that all dead-ended short of 
our goal. Finally, we turned onto a gravel 
road with an opened gate. A sign just past 
the gate gave notice: Gate Closes at 5:00. 

My, my, doesnôt that sound official?
Down the road about a quarter of a 

mile we found ourselves in a parking lot 
with a bathroom, an information kiosk, 
and a trail head for the Volcanos Trail 
Day Use Area. Pay dirt!

It turns out that this set of trails 
sits within the western edge of 
Petroglyphs National Monument. 
The trails vary in length from 1 to 
3 1/2 miles round-trip, depending 
upon how many of the volcanos 
you plan to hit. We had plenty 
of time and plenty of water, but 
we also had a 6-year-old with a 
short stride, so we decided weôd 
head for the nearest cone. While 
storm clouds gathered ominously 

o v e r  t h e 
Sand ias  f a r 
a c r o s s  t h e 
valley to the 
east, above us 
the sky was 
clear and the 
day was warm.  
N o t i n g  t h e 
warnings about 
d e h y d r a t i o n 
and snakes , 
we set out to 
see what was 
behind volcano 
number one.

The first 
t h i n g  w e 
noticed as we crunched down the trail 
strewn with black lava rock was the 
abundance of wildlife. A rabbit bolted 
among the sagebrush  while a hawk 
circled overhead. Whiptail lizards darted 
across the trail by the dozens, driving 
our poor dog nuts. We were delighted 
that such a barren-looking, hostile, nearly 
extra-terrestrial landscape could be so 
alive!

And what a landscape it was. 
Approaching the first cone, the blackened 
rocks grew ever larger, becoming 
immense boulders,  pitted and jagged. A 

narrow, winding side trail led to a cave 
in the side of the cone. Though it offered 
welcome shade from the heat of the sun, 
it seemed sinister somehow. Neither the 
dog nor the boys would follow me in, 
but watched nervously from outside as I 
slowly and carefully checked out the cool 
interior. I found nothing within, but as the 
poet would say, I tarried not.

From atop the cone, the view out 
across the valley was nothing short of 
magnificent. The Rio Grande sparkled 
here and there in the midday sun. The 
darkened areas of cottonwoods outlined 
the bosque. The buildings of downtown 
and the airport beyond flashed at us. All 
of it was dwarfed, though, by the stark, 
majestic beauty of the Sandia Mountains 
standing watchfully, it seemed, on the far 
side of the valley.

We sat on a shaded bench and 
pointed out different landmarks, revelling 
in the scenery and the loneliness of our 
newfound domain. As we sat, we spotted 
a curled up, multi-legged, wormlike 
creature in the gravel by our feet. I 




