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I reached the end of my road – figuratively. I was standing at the terminus of the Santa Fe Trail, the “superhighway” of the Old West that carried pioneers and settlers in covered wagons from Missouri to the new frontier. Years later, the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe railroad ended here, bringing new residents and commerce to this area as part of the westward expansion of our country. 

I arrived in Santa Fe, New Mexico well past midnight, driving through narrow, dark, unfamiliar streets. Suddenly, the Inn And Spa At Loretto loomed before me, huge and welcoming. The silhouette of the large structure was brilliantly traced by orange lights along its roof lines. It glowed like fluorescent toy blocks, piled on one another by some playful giant. It was beautiful in the moonlight!

Santa Fe’s predominant architecture reflects the “adobe” style, using brick colored walls with smooth curved texture made out of “straw and mud,”  like the homes of the Indians who originally lived in the area. The city is flat but a mile above sea level. Even short-term visitors usually acclimate quickly to the elevation.

Despite the late hour, the resort’s staff was very helpful as they showed me to my room.  It was glorious, large and well appointed in warm Southwestern themes. A fireplace stood in the corner, in which I later started a cheery, romantic fire. The sitting area was spacious, with its own separate television. The bath was a sea of slate and marble, with twin sinks for my cheerful companion and me. A patio led off to one side, overlooking the Old Santa Fe Trail.  It took me just a few moments to leap from the 19th century décor to 21st century technology by connecting my computer to the internet at the convenient data port. It was late and I was hungry. Happily, room service was still available.

The Inn And Spa At Loretto is owned by Noble House Hotels & Resorts, a small boutique hotel company, which owns premium properties around the country including  the popular local Paradise Point Resort & Spa in Mission Bay.

I wanted to visit Santa Fe for years. It is an unusual city, “a city different” as its residents like to refer to it. It is sophisticated, spiritual and artistic. It has great natural beauty at the foot of the Sangre De Cristo Mountains, and is close to terrific skiing. It is also one of the oldest cities in our country.

Santa Fe was founded thirteen years before the pilgrims jumped off the Mayflower onto Plymouth Rock. It was inhabited for 169 years before the Declaration of Independence was signed. Native Americans lived there for centuries before they were conquered and converted to Catholicism by the Spanish from Mexico. The city went through turbulent periods – famine, war, revolution – before settling down. America’s westward expansion brought in new influences by Anglos and the many immigrants who flowed west from New York and other points of entry. It became a “territory” after the Civil War and joined the Union in the early twentieth century, less than 100 years ago.    

Over the years, the blending of the diverse Native American, Mexican and Anglo cultures has given Santa Fe a mellow tone. It is casual, laid back and very accepting, home to some well known film celebrities. Jessica Lange is a famous resident. One day,  I had lunch with Gene Hackman. At least, he sat at a table across the room.
	
Santa Fe inspires artists. There are dozens of galleries selling painting and pottery, glass and sculpture, in styles ranging from highly realistic to very abstract. Serious collectors must make Santa Fe a mecca. Many artists who own shops actually live there, so one may  have an opportunity to order custom pieces, with colors and shapes that work best. 

Music, theatre and religion all seem important to residents. Plays and orchestral works are frequently performed.  So is socializing. I’ve never seen so many art gallery openings advertised for a Friday night. There are many churches including a large interesting cathedral to St. Francis of Assisi, whose tall turrets let the sky shine through the bell towers.  After all, Santa Fe means “holy faith”.

The Inn And Spa At Loretto is very well located to explore the historic and artistic heritage of the city. It is only a few minutes stroll to the Square, ringed by historic buildings, some of which are museums. On weekends, there is a Native American fair in the Square. Local Native American residents sits on blankets and offer for sale handmade jewelry, leather goods and art objects. It is very exciting and colorful and a terrific opportunity to buy some beautiful pieces at good prices. 

Georgia O’Keefe is one well known artist who lived and worked in Santa Fe. Both a museum and her home feature her work.

With a few minutes stroll in the other direction, one comes to rows of art galleries. “At is in the air,” my friends told me after they came back from visits. In truth, art was all over the place. Expensive large sculptures were casually left out on the sidewalk by merchants for passers-by to admire. The Inn And Spa At Loretto has its own sculpture garden, with fascinating pieces graciously arranged for easy viewing.  

The Inn And Spa At Loretto is on the same piece of ground as the Loretto Chapel. This beautiful, inspiring chapel was built during the 1880’s in the Gothic style, with high ceilings, magnificent stained glass windows and altar, arched main door and religious symbols . It was built by a group of nuns who came to Santa Fe twenty years earlier to start a school for girls. 

A choir loft was constructed in the rear of the chapel. But, after completion, it was noted that the loft was detached, with no way to get up or down. The legend goes that the nuns prayed to St Joseph, the carpenter for nine days. At the end of the novena, a man appeared on a donkey with a chest of tools. He asked for permission to build the staircase and requested only several large tubs of water. The hot water soaked the wood  so that it could be curved easily. 

The “miraculous staircase” stands 22 feet high, with 33 steps that make two compete 360 degree turns. The whole staircase was built without nails. Only wood pegs were used to hold it together. After the work was finished, the man disappeared without pay. No one knew who he was or where he went. But, the choir loft now could be used. The staircase is amazing to see. 

After a full day of exploring, I had only two things on my mind – relaxing and eating. SpaTerre is a full service spa onsite that features treatments incorporating indigenous Native American wraps and creams along with products and techniques brought in from the Orient. Massage, facials and beauty treatments are given in relaxing surroundings. I turned myself over to the nurturing hands of my lovely technician and emerged refreshed and invigorated. I felt good enough to eat – that is, to dine at The Restaurant At The Inn And Spa At Loretto.

Peter St. John was appointed as Executive Chef, bringing his world wide culinary experience into harmony with ingredients native to the region . Chef St. John worked in Germany, Gibraltar and the Bahamas and at many Ritz-Carlton resorts. He even worked with Wolfgang Puck on Academy Awards shows. He knows how to cook! 

He has mastered the use of the area’s indigenous ingredients and combines them with European and Asian concepts to create unique, delicious dishes. My appetizer, for example, was “Crab Cakes With Chipolte”, crunchy on top but soft and sweet below, blending southwestern cuisine with eastern US fare. The test of a chef is often in the way he prepares his vegetable side dishes. Both my sirloin and the green beans accompanying it were sensational. I’m glad I saved room for dessert – a “sopapilla” puff pastry filled with nuts and melted chocolate that flowed like succulent lava to my taste buds. The wine list offered an array of interesting choices, including the lovely but hard-to-find Yalumba wines from Australia.

Santa Fe is a “must visit” destination for anyone with an interest in art and culture. The Inn And Spa At Loretto offers luxurious accommodations that are close to everything. The Restaurant At The Inn At Loretto features excellent cuisine that combines southwestern influences with cosmopolitan tastes that are perfectly satisfying. 

Santa Fe is best seen with a guide, who knows its history and shops. I used the services of Stefani Beninato, a PhD historian who specializes in the lore of the area. She shares her broad knowledge with charm and humor. She may be reached at 505-988-8022.

The Inn & Spa At Loretto is located at 211 Old Santa Fe Trail in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Call 800-727-5531 for information and reservations.   
